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Chapter 1 – One Week






Warren Brietland

Saturday Afternoon, February 7th

The Brietland Family Estate

“Look at you; you’re thirty something years old and you still dress like an outlaw biker!”

Warren Brietland stared at his granddaughter’s husband with open contempt. Victor Voll glared right back at the elder man, not giving an inch.

Brietland half turned in his looked at his granddaughter, “At least you had the decorum to show up here looking half decent.”

Erin Voll cracked her gum but otherwise remained silent. She wasn’t sure why her grandfather wanted to see them, but she could see he was angry.

“Do you wanna tell me why we’re here?” Victor asked him.

“Don’t you dare be disrespectful to me,” Brietland directed him. “I’m getting to that.” 

He paused and sipped carefully from the coffee cup on the desk before him. After setting the cup down, he looked at Erin and continued, “I told Christian I was against this marriage from go; you were too young for him and he was no good for you and, so far...what’s it been; three years now?” He waited for Erin’s affirming nod and then picked up where he left off, “I’ve been right. Oh, your father said you were ‘free, white and over eighteen’ and he couldn’t stop you but he damn well should have.” 

Looking Victor over again, he said bluntly, “This man is a criminal, plain and simple.”

“Come on Erin; we don’t have to listen to this.” Victor stood and motioned to his wife to do the same.

Warren Brietland stood too and pointed a bony finger at his grandson by marriage, “You better listen to this!”

“Grandad, take it easy,” Erin pleaded, “your heart.” She shot her husband a look.

“Since when did you give a damn about my heart, young lady? You’d be happy to see me dead and the Brietland fortune divided. I wasn’t born yesterday, you know.”

Erin shook her head and told him, “You know that isn’t true.” Victor simply smirked.

“Listen up, both of you and listen good; money is why we’re sitting here right now. I wouldn’t have this hoodlum in my house otherwise.” He waved a hand at Victor. 

“You’re going to be 25 in May,” he directed back at Erin. “My papa, God rest his soul, set up a trust fund for you before he died with annual payouts to begin at age 25.”

Erin leaned forward in her chair, completely focused on her grandfather. “Why haven’t I heard about this before?”

Before the old man could answer, Victor interrupted asking, “How much money is it?”

Warren Brietland addressed him first, “That’s none of your concern.” To Erin he said, “There are layered conditions to the trust that you have not met or you would have started receiving payouts at 21.”

Erin sank back into her chair and slumped down. “And what are those? School I bet...”

Brietland nodded. “You started running with hoodlums and decided not to go to college. Why Christian let you get away with so much garbage after your mother’s passing I’ll never understand but your great grandfather wasn’t nearly so lenient with you.” Smiling slightly, he continued, “Papa stipulated, when he created the trust that minimal payouts would begin when you were 21 and at least a junior in college. Those smaller payouts would continue through college and graduate school and then increase to full payments at age 25, presumably when you’d finished your education. When you failed to show any interest in obtaining an education, the trust reverted to its secondary provisions with payments not starting until age 25.”

“And now,” Victor interrupted again, “she starts getting paid, right?”

“And now, she can potentially start receiving payments.”

“What the fuck does that mean?” Victor ground out.

“Baby!” Erin cautioned Victor. “I’m sorry Grandfather,” she said next. 

Brietland shook his head. “Against my better judgement, funds are set to release each May provided you are in a stable relationship and you and your spouse or significant other are both gainfully employed and not in any sort of legal trouble. Failure to meet those conditions means that the trust does not begin payouts until you reach age 30.”

“Forget this shit,” Victor spat. “We’re doing just fine without...without...Papa or whoever’s money!”

“Just fine, you say? Harrumph! Neither one of you has done a day of honest work in...in years! You’re living off of Christian’s inheritance and off of what you steal or what you sell to people to shoot into their arms.”

Victor stood again. “I’m out of here. This was a complete waste of my fucking time.”

Erin stood too but held out a hand to slow Victor’s retreat. She looked at her grandfather, still seated behind his desk. “If we have jobs, we get the money?”

Brietland nodded, “If you both have jobs, and you’re both living like model citizens, you get an annual distribution, yes.”

“And the distribution...how much is it?” Erin asked him and then cast her eyes to the floor.

The older man sighed. “Papa was a very wealthy man Erin. Your distributions will be in excess of $200,000 annually.”

“Are you shittin’ me?” Victor cried out.

“I assure you,” Warren Brietland told the couple, “everything I’ve said is true.”

“And who decides that whole ‘model citizen’ thing, you?” Victor asked him.

“I’m the trustee of the money. I decide.”

“So you’re saying,” Erin questioned, “we get jobs and stay out of trouble and I get $200,000 once I turn 25?”

“Not quite. You don’t need to just ‘stay out of trouble’ per se. You both need to stop doing all of the crap that you’re doing that brings shame to the Brietland family name. That means, you,” he pointed at Victor, “need to get away from that gang of motorcycle criminals and distance yourself from that entire lifestyle, completely. You fail to do that, there will be no distributions until Erin is 30 and, I guarantee you, I’ll see to it that you’re behind bars long before that.”

“It’s not a fucking gang old man. It’s a legitimate motorcycle club and I’m the President. It’s a riding club.”

“Who do you think you’re trying to fool? I wasn’t born yesterday Voll.”

Victor tried to stare the man down but Warren Brietland didn’t give an inch. Instead, he stood up, walked toward the other man and, pressing a finger to the biker’s chest, told him, “You have a week.”

Recoiling slightly, Victor asked him, “For what? To get a job old man?”

“A week to get out of the gang business.”

Victor Voll was quiet for several long seconds then he asked, “And what if I don’t? You’ll take my birthday away?”

“I’ll make you wish you were never born Voll. I didn’t get to be where I am because I’m some sort of chump.”

Victor’s look changed from belligerent to bewildered. “One week?”

“That would be no later than the 14th!”

“Ain’t that Valentine’s Day?”

Warren Brietland shrugged. “I don’t care what day it is! Get out of the gang business or, as I said, I’ll make you wish you were never born.”

###

“Baby, I don’t want you in the gang any more anyway. We’re getting too old for all of that,” Erin pleaded with Victor. “Besides, my grandfather is a very wealthy man. Papa left him a ton and I’m bound to inherit some of that. Until then, $200,000 a year ought to do us pretty good.”

“You’re forgetting that he said we have to get legit jobs. I ain’t workin’ no kinda job and havin’ some ass wipe tellin’ me what to do. With my boys, I make the rules.”

“Victor, my dad isn’t fronting us 200 grand a year. That’s a lot of cash we could be getting to just go and ahead and blow off. Grandpa didn’t say where we had to work or how many hours. I bet we could work on the farms a few hours here and there and slide by.” Erin shook her head and then, as a thought came to her said to him, “Look at my Uncle Daniel.”

“What about him?”

“He don’t do half of what my dad does and he’s sittin’ pretty. He just manages the oil properties. His guys do all the grunt work. He’s making so much off of Papa’s estate that Aunt Kimber don’t do nothin’ at all but coach cheerleading.”

“Are those two bitch daughters of hers getting paid?”

“I dunno. Probably not. They’re still in high school but they probably will if they go to college. Papa probably set up the same deal for them.”

Victor grunted. “Do you think they know that?”

Erin shrugged.

“Don’t you go spillin’ your guts to them,” he warned her.

“I don’t even talk to them Victor!” she responded angrily. “They’re stupid kids!”

They were both quiet for several long seconds. Finally Erin asked him, “Don’t you get tired of it all?”

He glared at his wife.

“Come on, seriously; you don’t get tired of pushing and the gang wars...the turf wars, always being on the run from the law?”

“Yeah, for your information, I do get tired of it.”

“So here’s our chance to get out of it.”

“You don’t just walk away from the life Erin.”

“You weren’t always Chief, you know. You replaced that other dude. What happened to him, Victor?” She said his name with more than a little venom.

Victor looked sheepish. “He, uh...sort of retired. Lives out in Arizona somewhere now.”

“Well, there you go. Retire.” 

“That simple, huh?” 

Erin nodded.

“And just how the hell do you think I’m gonna replace myself in a week? Your damn grandfather gave me a week, remember?”

“Let your crew fight it out,” she told him. “Best man wins or some such shit. Doesn’t matter. You just consider yourself officially retired.”

###

Sunday Morning, February 8th

Victor Voll walked into the run down old farmhouse they were now calling their clubhouse and looked around. He shook his head in disgust at finding most of his best men lying around drunk and hung over from partying hard the night before. 

Kicking at the still sleeping ‘Traveler’ McGinnis, he called out, “Wake your ass up.”

Traveler rubbed his eyes and, through slits, looked at Chief but he didn’t move. 

Victor grabbed him by the front of his shirt and half hauled him from the grubby old sofa he was laid out on. “I said get the fuck up!”

Raising his hands in defense, Traveler told Victor, “Okay, okay man. Ease up.” The slightly older man rubbed his forehead as he staggered to his feet still a little drunk from the usual Saturday night throw down. Questioning the man he never called anything but ‘Chief’, he asked him, “What’s up?”

“I’m calling a chapter meeting, pins only, that’s what’s up. It looks like most of the usual suspects are here. Get the women out of here and gather ‘em up.”

“Now Chief?”

Victor glared at Traveler, “Yes, now!”

Victor looked out at the motley assemblage of chapter members. Only about fifteen men had been readily available to meet on an early Sunday morning. They’d been the ones laying around the abandoned farmhouse they’d taken over as a clubhouse when The Boar’s Head, the old bar they used to hang out at, got a new owner who made the place a yuppie hang out.

“Order!” he called out, though the room was filled with men in various stages of their usual winter Sunday hangovers and drug withdrawals who weren’t talking much at all. “There’s only one order of business today so this will be right quick but ya’ll need to listen up.” He paused and watched as Traveler slumped even further in his chair. Shaking his head, he continued, “A serious personal issue has been brought to my attention that requires my full attention. It’s going to take me, uh, a while to resolve it.”

A few of his men looked at him curiously but most of them, he realized, were just too drunk or high or too hung over to care about what he was saying. They were only sitting there because Traveler had told them Chief called a meeting. Victor blew out a breath and moved forward with his planned speech to them anyway.

“Effective next Saturday, I’ll be stepping down as your leader.” He noticed Traveler straighten up a little in the beat up ladder back chair he was sitting on. Rat Tail and Pinch, his enforcers were also suddenly very attentive.

“Who takes over for you Chief?” Pinch called out.

Traveler half turned in his seat and looked directly at Victor. “I’m your Lieutenant...I deserve it...I earned it.”

Victor looked Walker McGinnis over. He’d come up through the ranks with Traveler but, where he’d learned to keep business and pleasure separate, Traveler never had. “Look at you;” he told the other man, “you’re a mess. You’re using your own supply. You haven’t earned anything. You don’t deserve any more right now than the lowest man here does.”

He looked around the room again. More of the men were listening now. “Okay, here’s what’s going to happen; for the next week you’re going to compete to be the next Chief.”

“Compete hell!” Traveler spat out. “It’s my spot!”

Rat Tail jumped to his feet, “I bust my ass for this club Traveler. All you do is sit on yours and shoot up! I want to be Chief!” He scowled first at Traveler and then at his counterpart Pinch who glared right back at him.

“You’ll get your chance,” Victor told him as he pointed at the man. “You’ll all get your chance.” He waved a pointed finger around at the men in the room. “I ain’t goin’ anywhere until someone steps up big time.” 

“Big how, Chief?” Pinch asked, getting to his own feet next to the slightly taller Rat Tail.

“I told you, you’re going to compete for the spot. You have a week, starting right now, to pull off the biggest, baddest...whatever, that you can. The man that does the most for the good of the club gets my spot.”

“Who the fuck decides that?” Pinch yelled.

“I do, of course,” Victor replied and then stood back as the room became bedlam. Men yelled and cursed him and each other. When the hubbub finally quieted a little, he moved forward to speak again but Traveler cut him off.

Rising from his chair off to one side of Victor and drawing himself up to his full height, he approached his superior. Standing face to face with him, he asked him loud enough for everyone in the room to hear, “How about if I just kill you now? How about that?”

Guns and knives appeared from around the room and three men took quick steps toward Traveler. 

Victor sidestepped his unarmed number two. “Whoa!” he called out as he held up his arms and waved his hands back toward the rest of the room. “Calm down. Calm down.” To Traveler he said, “Sit your dumb ass down. Nobody is killing anybody!” When the room became mostly quiet again he cautioned his men, “Anybody dies, it better fuckin’ not be anybody in this room! Got that? We’re brothers here. We don’t off each other!”

There were nods all around. 

Victor looked at Traveler. “Got that?” he asked him.

“Sorry Chief.” 

Traveler’s apology was clipped but Victor could see a fire in his eyes he hadn’t seen there in a couple of years.

“Go off and kill off our rivals if you want to impress for top dog.” He sighed then. “Look,” he told them, “I’m not leaving you. I’ll be around. I just won’t be your leader anymore, see? I’ll introduce your new leader to our, uh, suppliers and such but, other than that, he’s on his own to run this outfit as he sees fit. If he runs it into the ground, that’s on him and you all can fight that out amongst yourselves.”

Rat Tail looked at Victor suspiciously, “I ain’t buyin’ this. I mean, what’s in it for you? You’re getting the biggest cut now. You ain’t just walkin’ away from that.” He spat chew into a beer can. “You’re full of shit if you say you are.”

“Yeah, what’s in it for you?” Traveler asked, eyeing his Chief now as Victor had eyed him before.

“I’ll get a members cut just like most of you get when I can perform expected club duties. That’s only fair. The thing is, that might not be for a while but, trust me, we’ll be ridin’ together again one day...hopefully soon.”

Chapter 2 – Dreaming






Dana

The Same Day

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

“Just over five months,” I said out loud, to no one in particular. “We’ve been married five months.” My dog Boo just tilted her little head and stared at me.

I smiled to myself. After my divorce from Nate and then the disaster of my relationship with the first woman I’d ever dared to open myself up to, Terri, I didn’t think I’d ever find real love with anyone, but Mel had come along and shown me that I was completely wrong. 

Picking Boo up, I ruffled her behind the ears and then set her in my lap. “Mommy’s not going to get any writing done today baby girl. There’s just too much on my mind.”

My thoughts turned back to Mel. She’s more than a little married to her job and it seems like I hardly get to see her these days. I would have thought things would slow down after she resolved all of those cases back in December but the holidays and now the winter weather have kept her hopping.

“I love her to death Boo,” I told our little Boston terrier. “I just wish we had more time to be together and do things.” 

A knock startled me out of my thoughts. “Why didn’t you warn me someone was coming?” I softly chastised my pup. She ignored me, jumped down and headed toward the door instead, yapping excitedly.

My mama stepped into the little writing hut Mel had, had built for me on our back lot. “Mmm, toasty warm in here,” she said. “I’m sorry to interrupt your work sweetie.”

“It’s okay. What’s up?”

“You told me yesterday that Mel would be working today since both of her Lieutenants needed off so I thought I’d check on you. When she’s not here and you’re not helping in the store, you hole up in this shack and you forget to do things like eat.”

“It’s not a ‘shack’, Mama. I love my little writing hut and I did eat.”

“When?”

“Um, breakfast.

“Dana, that was hours ago. I’ve been to church and back with Faye and then your father and I had a nice lunch. I left some for you in your kitchen so why don’t you head back into the house and eat?”   

“I will, I swear. There are just a few more things I want to get done before I do that.”

“Mmm,” she said again as she looked at my computer screen. It was open to a page that was titled ‘Chapter 4’ but, other than that, it was blank. “Are you stuck? What do they call it; writer’s block?”

“No. I’m not stuck. I just ended up having to do a little more research than I thought before I dove into this chapter, is all.”

“I see.”

I knew she saw right through me. 

“Dana, is everything okay with you? With you and Mel, I mean?”

“Everything’s fine...great. Why do you ask?”

“You just seem a little down.”

She’s onto me! I sighed. “Honestly Mama, it’s really nothing, I’m just missing her; that’s what it is. Ever since the election, she’s had one official duty after another and, on top of that, it’s like the whole county has gone mad. It’s just been one major crime after another too. It seems like any day that she doesn’t have to work, she gets called out anyway.”

“You’re missing all the lovey-dovey newlywed stuff, aren’t you?”

“No, no. It’s not that. Not really. I just miss seeing her much at all. I just want to be able to spend some time with her.”

“What are your plans for Valentine’s Day?”

“When’s that?”

“This coming weekend!” She gave me a look like she hadn’t given me since I was a kid and got caught sneaking cookies before dinner. “So, I take it you two have no plans?”

I shook my head no. “Not that I’m aware of. I suppose I could make us a reservation somewhere. I don’t even know her schedule for next weekend though. Her work does come first right now.”

“Harrumph! We’ll just see about that.”

“Mama, please just leave it alone. It’s okay, really.”

After Mama left, I headed to the house. While the mushroom chicken dish she’d left me was heating up, I stepped into Mel’s den. Her laptop sat closed on her desk, gathering dust. She hadn’t used it in at least a couple of weeks. I sat down in her chair and waited while it booted up.

Aimlessly, I clicked the little internet icon. Her homepage opened with the day’s most recent headlines. 

I heard the microwave beep as I scanned down through them, not really seeing them, and I was about to go and grab my food but then I stopped and jumped backwards a couple of articles.  A headline involving Young International being lauded for helping the FBI to nail a white collar criminal caught my eye. 

Clicking the link, I skimmed the story quickly and then sat, drumming my fingers on the desk, thinking. Boo circling me and yapping non-stop finally drew me out of my reverie. 

Mentally, I shook myself. I’d been remembering my days in security and investigations with Young and dwelling on the past. 

“Why am I such a dummy, thinking about things I can’t control?” I asked Boo. She ignored me and darted into the kitchen. I found her sitting on the floor in front of the counter where the microwave sat.

“What’s up with you little girl? You know better than to beg.”

Boo just looked at me then stood and wagged her tail as I removed the bowl.

I sat down to eat but I couldn’t get my mind off the article about Young. I’d loved working there, loved my job. Looking down at my dog, I told her, “I don’t have to work at all, you know. My settlement means I can just lay around all day with you if I want and wait for the other mama to come home. I don’t have to write; I don’t have to help out in the store...”

Boo’s ears pricked up at the mention of Mel but her eyes returned to their focus on my bowl. “This must smell really good, huh?” I watched her and she watched me. “Tell you what, I’ll give you the last bite.”

The problem is, I liked helping Mel out on the heist case back in December. My leg injury doesn’t affect the function of my brain...

Going back into the den with new resolve, I grabbed the phone and dialed the switchboard number for Young International, Inc. from memory. 

“It can’t hurt to talk...”

“How may I direct your call?”

Blunt and secretive as always. “Yes, Rosita Marsh, please.” I asked for Russell Young’s gatekeeper. The switchboard wouldn’t patch me right through to the big man; I knew that.

“One moment please.”

I smiled to myself. Rosita, my old ally, was still with the firm. She was a matronly appearing woman with a heart of gold that was probably only twelve or fifteen years older than me. Still, when I’d been with the company, I looked to her as a sort of surrogate mother figure since my own mother was so far away.

“Rosita speaking. How may I help you?”

“Hello Rosita, how the heck are ya?”

“I’m just fine,” came the tentative voice from the other end of the line. 

Before she could ask who was calling I jumped right back in, “It’s Dana Rossi, Rosita. Actually it’s Dana Rossi-Crane now.” 

“Dana? Well, I’ll be! I haven’t heard from you in, what’s it been three, four years?”

“Yes, unfortunately.”

“What took you so long to give me a call? You have to know I was worried about you when you left here.”

“I do know and I appreciate that. It’s just...I didn’t leave there on the best of terms and I didn’t think anyone would welcome any contact from me.”

“Nonsense! Everybody here loved you.” 

The emphasis on the word ‘you’ wasn’t lost on me. “Thanks again Rosita. You’re the best.”

“Now Dana, I know you’re not calling here to butter me up so what gives?”

“I’d like to talk to Russ if I could, but I wasn’t sure if he’d be willing to take my call.”

“Why wouldn’t he? You know he’s the one who filled out all your security paperwork and talked to the background investigators that came around when you applied for that position with Customs, don’t you?”

“He did?”

“Yup, sure did. He wouldn’t let anyone else handle it. How’s that going for you anyway?”

“I’m, uh, sort of retired; injury in the line of duty.” 

“Oh no! That’s too bad. What happened?”

“It’s a long story but the gist is, I was shot, but I’m fine; don’t worry.”

“Mmm, Dana. You better watch it. You’re just a little slip of a thing. You don’t need to be running around doing things that get you shot at. Doing that kind of thing better not be why you want to talk to Russ?” Her question had an accusing tone.

“No ma’am,” I replied. “Honestly though, I do have a little business I’d like to discuss with him.”

“He’s in today. You’re timing, as it always was, is still amazing. Just hold for me for a minute while I see what he’s gotten himself into.”

“Thanks Rosita.”

My stomach fluttered as I waited on hold. Thankfully, I didn’t have to wait long enough to lose my nerve. Russell Young was on the line in less than thirty seconds.

“Dana! Good to hear from you!” his deep voice boomed over the line.

“Hi Russ; congratulations! I was just reading about your big win and the indictment.”

“Not me, my girl. Our forensic guys ferreted that whole mess out. They get all the credit.”

That’s Russ and that’s why I love him. “Yes, but isn’t that the FBI’s job after all? You beat them to the chase.”

“Only because we were called in first by private interests. They get to take it from here. As it is, I don’t like that we got our name in the news at all. You know me; I like to stay off the radar.”

“Yes, totally understandable in your business.” There was a several seconds silence while I pondered how to broach my real reason for calling him.

Russ didn’t leave me twisting in the wind long. Taking over, he asked me, “I’m sure you probably didn’t call just to congratulate us. Is there something we can help you with?”

“Actually,” I drew in a breath, “I was hoping maybe I could help you. First, before you say anything, I want you to know how sorry I am about everything that happened when...when I was there, with Terri and...and everything.”

“Dana, that’s all water under the bridge. I know that wasn’t you, it was all Ms. Sweeting but, I had the firm to consider and, unfortunately, letting you go was the only viable solution at the time. I couldn’t allow her to continue doing the things she was doing. It was all about protecting my business.”

“I certainly understand that Russ. Really, I do. Still, I was blind to her and I shouldn’t have been so...so naïve. I should have seen through her.”

“Don’t blame yourself. She’s a con-artist Dana.”

“Was. She was a con-artist. She’s dead Russ. She was murdered in a mess that was not of her own making.”

He was silent for several long seconds. “I really don’t know what to say,” he finally told me.

“You don’t have to say anything. We both know where we stood with her.” 

I took another deep breath and then I plunged in. “I’m not with Customs anymore. I was shot in the line of duty during a raid and I’ve been medically retired.” 

He started to interrupt but I cut him back off. “I’m fine. I have some damage to my left leg that has me walking with a bit of a gimp. I didn’t want a non-investigative desk job with them so I took their retirement offer. Now I’m sort of at loose ends.”

“Are you asking to come back to work for me Dana?”

“Um, no, not exactly. Not directly, anyway. My circumstances have changed pretty drastically in the last four years. I’m married now, to a wonderful woman, and we’re living in Eastern Ohio.” I paused to let all of that sink in.

“Congratulations. I’m happy for you.”

“Thank you.” I was relieved at his genuine tone. Good old Russ...

“My parents have recently moved close to me and they’ve bought a store here that they’re operating in their semi-retirement. I help out there as needed but it’s...boring. I’m looking for something a bit more, shall we say, challenging.”

“I take it that’s where calling me comes into play?” Russ chuckled as he asked.

“Yes, thank you. Exactly. I’ve, uh, done a little side work here and there since leaving customs, pro-bono and, well, I like it. I miss investigations. I miss the research.”

“Really now? There’s something.”

“I know, I know, nobody likes the dig in the files type of grunt work but, at customs, I developed a taste for it. They just didn’t have enough of that sort of thing in my region to make a desk job for me viable. I can get around okay but a special agent for them has to be physically fit and ready to run.”

“Russ, I guess what I’m saying is, I want to try my hand at freelancing some investigations. I’ve got an Ohio concealed carry and I can get any license I’d need pretty quick. I’ve also already got an office set-up.”

“What exactly are you looking for from us? Subs?”

“You got it. If you’d be willing to throw some smaller jobs my way once in a while, especially if you get stuff in Ohio, that’d be great. Actually, I’d prefer not to travel right now, for starters.”

He was quiet on the other end of the line. I didn’t know if he was considering my request or trying to think of a way to turn me down politely. Russ was nothing if not polite and professional. 

“I’m not asking for a handout Russ; just if you need something in my area, I hope you’d consider letting me take care of it for you.”

We chatted for a few more minutes and then I hung up feeling like he really was considering my proposition. 

As long as Mel’s the Sheriff, we’re not going to have a lot of time together. I might as well do work that I’m good at and that I like. Mel will be okay with it. Between jobs, I can still write. Mama will probably get bent out of shape but she never has to be the wiser.

Chapter 3 – Breaking Loose






Mel

5:00 AM Monday Morning, February 9th

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

I stumbled into the office to deal with the usual Monday paperwork as quickly as I could and then I was headed back out to the street. All hell was breaking loose out there. It seemed like it started as soon as I went off shift at 6:00 on Sunday. By midnight, on a couple of hours of sleep, I was back in uniform and working patrol to answer call after call.

My assistant and friend, Sergeant Holly Burke, was already at her desk when I strode in.

“Is it a full moon out there or what?” she asked me.

“I don’t have a clue.” I shook my head as I told her, “It’s dark, it’s cold, it’s miserable and for some reason we have a crime wave going on and gang warfare on the streets. We’ve been working calls about biker’s – biker’s in February, mind you – run amok all night but now all of the rest of the criminal element in the city seems to be feeding off of whatever is fueling the whole mess.”

I took a deep breath. “Zanesville PD is on high alert now too. If this keeps up, that should at least take some of the pressure off.”

“Should I do my snow dance? That’ll settle ‘em down.”

“It’s worth a shot.”

“For your sake, I hope it dies down soon. You need a break.”

###

1:00 PM Monday

“Mel, your mother-in-law is on line one. It’s the third time she’s called.”

“I’ll take it.” I clicked off with Holly and punched line one.

“Hi Chloe. I’m sorry but I’m really busy today. I just got back into the office and I only have a minute. How can I help you?” My attempt to pre-empt an attack of small talk or of me didn’t work.

“I’ve been trying to get a hold of you all morning Mel. When I could get through at all, I was told you were out of the office. When I called your cell, you never answered. What if it was an emergency and I had to get hold of you?”

“Is it an emergency?”

“Well no; but that’s not the point.”

“I apologize Chloe. Is there something you need?”

“What I need is for you to be a little more attentive to Dana. You’re never home and, even when you are, you never seem to have time for her.”

“Did Dana say that?”

“No, not in so many words, but a mother knows these things. Do I need to remind you that Valentine's Day is coming up? You’ve been so busy lately, I thought you might have forgotten about it. I just know it would mean a lot to her if you did something really special for your wife.”

I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t forget. I’m working on a few ideas.” 

“Like what? There’s not a lot of time left, you know. Things book up.”

Trapped... “I’m trying to get us reservations somewhere special.” I’d done no such thing but she didn’t need to know that, I still had time, after all.

“Dana adores Adornetto’s and they’re running a Valentines special there if you can’t tear yourself too far away. Of course, if you can get away for an evening or even the whole weekend, there are lots of things that you could do in Columbus. I just read about this one place that does dinner and night flights for couples over the city. They love gay couples in Columbus and...”

“Chloe, I’m sorry but I really have to go. We’ll do something great, I promise.”

Holly found me sitting with my head in my hands. She leaned against the doorframe as she asked, “Rough day, huh boss?”

“If only it was just the crime wave. Chloe just unloaded on me. She thinks I’m neglecting Dana and she wanted to make sure I didn’t forget Valentine’s Day.”

Holly’s eyebrows rose. “What does Dana think?”

“Dana understands what she’s gotten into with me and with this job.”

“Does she?”

I nodded. “Sure she does. She’s been right there in the mix a couple of times with me...with us; you know that. Still, Chloe’s partly right. I could be a little more...I don’t know, attentive? Is that the word I’m looking for?”

“Attentive, yeah, or how about romantic?”

I pulled a face. “The romance stuff just isn’t me. It’s like a whole other language to me.”

“You really never had a serious relationship before you met Dana, did you?”

“No.”

“Mel, don’t take this wrong, okay? You’re a woman yes, but you’ve always thought more like a man. Since I’ve known you, you’ve never been girly or liked girly things.”

“True. You’re right.”

“Dana’s a tomboy but she likes girly stuff too. Remember how she reacted when you got her that bracelet and when you got Boo back?”

I nodded. 

“She seems to like romantic gestures like that. That’s what you should aim for. It doesn’t have to be big and fancy. It will mean the most to her if it’s from your heart.”

###

3:30 PM Monday

––––––––

I took a call down in Philo that thankfully turned out to be routine. We were having a mini-February heat wave. The temps had climbed into the upper 40’s and the calls had been off the hook. I had more people in getting overtime than I had on regular, scheduled patrol. 

By the time I climbed back into my county SUV, the radio was mercifully quiet. I hoped that meant whatever craziness had swept through the county was finally dying down.

After a minute of thought, since I was already well south of town, when I crossed the Muskingum in Duncan Falls, I headed east instead of West. I was only fifteen minutes from the farm.

As much as I now knew I’d been neglecting Dana, I was even more aware I hadn’t spent more than a few minutes with my parents, here and there, since Christmas. Dad’s health hadn’t been the best lately and I felt guilty for not checking in on him and for not being out there to help with all of the usual winter chores.

Thank heaven it’s been a mild winter and thank heaven for Cole. He’s such a big help...

Turning into the drive, I didn’t have far to go to find my dad. He was in the lower field putting out salt blocks for the livestock. 

I stopped my county SUV on the driveway and got out into the sunshine and warmth of what should have been a cold, snowy day. 

“Hey there,” my dad, a man of few words, called out.

“Hi Dad. How are you?” I stopped at the fence. Climbing over in a gun belt didn’t sound like a good idea if it wasn’t necessary.

He nodded, indicating he was okay. I wasn’t going to get a soliloquy out of him anyway. “Haven’t seen you for a while. I just thought I’d stop over and see if you needed anything.” 

“Naw. Got everything I need.”

Dad didn’t like asking for help or taking help from anyone but he’d be the first one to offer help where he saw a need. That’s just the way it is with him.

“Your ma says the scanner’s been going all day.”

I grinned. My mother had her nose in everything. She’d had a police scanner ever since I’d joined the force. “It’s been a busy one. Must be these warm temperatures.”

Dad mounted his quad, fired it up and steered it over toward the fence. When he reached me, he asked, “Are you coming up to the house?”

I shook my head no. “I really should head back into town but I think I’m just going to head home. I’m whipped. It seems like things have settled down a little.”

“You need to take it easy. Let your deputies do the work. That’s why you have ‘em.”

“I know but it’s hard for me to ask them to do things I’m not willing to do myself.”

He just shrugged.

A thought occurred to me. “You know Valentine’s Day is coming up.”

Dad tipped his head at me like Boo does when me or Dana talks to her.

“Are you doing anything special for mom this year?” I’d never really paid any attention to whether or not my parents celebrated the holiday but mom always seemed happy. Her world revolved around Dad and the farm.

“She don’t go for no fancy stuff. I just get her flowers and maybe a card.”

“Oh. She likes that?”

“Just what are you fishing for?”

“Honestly? I’m kind of stuck on what I should do for Dana. I figured maybe you’d have some wisdom for me.”

“Women like anything you do for them.”

Right, okay. So much for help from my only male role model.

Chapter 4 – Warfare






Mel

Monday Evening, February 9th, 2014

––––––––

“On my way but my ETA is going to be about 30 minutes.” I put down the dish towel I was holding and looked at Dana who was rinsing the last of the silverware. 

“I’m so sorry babe. The last 36 hours have been off the charts and, just when I thought it was over, it starts again. Now they’re smashing shop windows and looting in downtown Zanesville.”

“Looting?”

I spread my hands. “I don’t know what’s going on but if I don’t get back out there, I’m never going to be able to figure it out.”

I rolled slowly through town, my broadcast PA turned on. Darkness was now falling but, here and there, windows were smashed and debris was everywhere. The culprits had struck in daylight, just after everything closed, up and down Main Street. 

My cruisers were scattered here and there and Zanesville PD had an even heavier presence but that wasn’t stopping the opportunists from running store to store, taking what they could from what hadn’t already been taken that had any value at all. 

Shane Harding’s personal vehicle was parked at the curb a block ahead of me, it’s portable blue light flashing. He was standing at the corner, under a still working street light, notebook in hand, speaking with an older man. I pulled over and parked behind him.

“Sheriff,” he said by way of greeting. “This is Mr. Jenkins. He owns the tobacco shop.” Shane tipped his head toward the small storefront at the corner with shattered windows and a door hanging only from its bottom hinge.

“What’s left of it, which isn’t much!” Jenkins said. 

“He says he’d locked up for the evening but he was in the back working on taxes when a bunch of bikes rumbled into town.”

“They shot out my windows. I barricaded myself in the back but nobody came back there. They just took all the cigarettes they could carry and they moved on. I called 911 and then I stood up front with a bat to keep anyone else from taking what wasn’t theirs to take. I work hard and barely get by! They all just want something for nothing!”

“You really should have stayed in your office, Mr. Jenkins. You could have been seriously hurt or even killed.”

“And let them take everything? You’re crazier than I am if you think I would let them do that! My insurance will pay for the windows. I won’t get a dime for my inventory.”

“Since you came out here,” Shane asked, “did you get a look at anybody?” 

“Motorcycles...men on motorcycles. That’s all I can tell you.”

My radio leapt to life. “Shots fired, man down, 500 block of East Elm. Any units in the vicinity please respond.”

I shot a look at Shane. “That’s about a mile north of here.”

“I got this Sheriff. Go.”

Before I could even key my mike, a female voice came over the airwaves, “Unit twelve responding.” I’d forgotten that Mason had taken a patrol shift today. I keyed in too, “Unit one responding.”

I hopped back in my SUV and ran lights and sirens to the scene. As I drove, both motorcycles and low riding sedans drove past me, fleeing in the opposite direction. A lone Zanesville PD cruiser was giving chase to the last in the lot.

Turning the last corner, I found bedlam. Mason was jumping out of her cruiser and Deputy Gates was kneeling, working on a man who’d obviously been shot. Meanwhile, two Zanesville PD officers were wrestling with a man sporting a motorcycle vest with the ‘Z’ logo of our local outlaw biker group, the ‘Z Renegades’. A bike, presumably his, lay on the ground, running. Elsewhere in the area was total destruction. Windows were smashed, doors were splintered, trash was everywhere and two cars were burning further along the road.

PD seemed to be getting their quarry under control so I hustled over to Mason and Gates. Relief flooded my face as I realized the middle aged man on the ground, though obviously shot and bleeding from his left hip, was alive and alert. “What do we have.”

“We’ve got gang war bedlam Sheriff.” Indicating the man on the ground, Gates continued, “He’s all victim; just in the wrong place at the wrong time. A squad is on the way.”

Directing my question at the man, I asked, “Do you know who shot you?”

He shook his head no. “Never saw them before.”

“Them?”

“A car full of guys.”

“I already got a description of the vehicle from him Sheriff,” Gates said. “Zanesville put out an APB.” His eyes flared with what I knew he wasn’t about to say in front of the victim. There wasn’t a lot of hope for us or for PD to nail them. Every officer on duty was just doing what they could to stop the bleeding. Actually corralling anyone and pinning anything on them wasn’t very likely.

A sound in the distance drew my attention. As I looked up, a news chopper flew overhead. “Great,” I muttered under my breath. “Just what we need.”

###

By the time my deputies and the Zanesville guys gained some semblance of control back over city and I got home, it was after midnight. Dana was sound asleep sitting half propped up in bed with her bedside light on and a book in her lap. Boo was curled up on the bed, at the foot. She looked up at me but then laid her fuzzy little head right back down.

I felt so bad about having had to leave earlier and about the fact that Dana obviously tried to wait up for me. As gently as I could, I picked up the book and placed it on the nightstand. She wasn’t much for thrashing around in the night but, if she did slide down and try and get a little more comfortable, I didn’t want the book hitting the floor and jarring her awake.

As quietly as I could, I undressed and slipped into bed. My plan was to catch about four hours of shut-eye before I headed back into the station. 

Since PD had managed to collar the low level gangbanger I’d witnessed them trying to cuff at the shooting scene, they planned to interrogate him. I knew they’d work the biker known on the street as Maggot until they got something useful out of him. I wanted to be at my desk and available to receive the lowdown when they broke the guy.

###

Early Tuesday Morning, February 10th, 2014

––––––––

Sleep was pretty elusive. My brain worked overtime trying to figure out what had triggered the gang war and the sudden widespread rash of crime in the county. I was at a total loss. All I could do was pray that whatever it was, it had played itself out and the two warring factions would go back to hibernating until spring.

When the clock registered 4:00 AM and I knew trying to catch a half hour more time in the sack was useless, I got up. As I gathered a fresh uniform and underclothes in the dark, I stole a few glances back at Dana. She stirred but didn’t wake. Boo, on the other hand scooted to the edge of the bed and was watching me like a hawk but she didn’t bark or indicate she was interested in getting up herself just yet.

I tiptoed out of the room and waited to see if she’d follow me then breathed a sigh of relief when she didn’t.

After a quick shower in the main bathroom so I didn’t wake my wife by using the one in our room, I started to ready myself to leave. A glance at the clock told me it wasn’t even 4:30. The county roads into town will be deserted for another hour yet. I have time to refocus for a few minutes. 

With Valentine’s Day being Saturday, I knew I really wanted to do something special for Dana. Her mother’s call left me feeling like I’d been neglecting her completely and me coming home and then turning around and leaving again, I’m sure, didn’t help my case with her one whit.

I didn’t have a clue yet about what to do Saturday but I had an idea for right now. I detoured into my den, sat down and grabbed a pad of paper and a pen. I thought for a minute about what to say. Finally, I just tried to pour my feelings out onto the paper but, in the end, I wasn’t sure what I said didn’t sound corny or forced. All I really wanted was to be with my wife. 

Ten minutes later, not full satisfied but feeling like I’d managed to bare my soul a little, I signed it off. After scrounging an envelope, I scrawled Dana across it and carried it with me to the kitchen.

The buzzing of my department cell distracted me. Duty called.  Instead of leaving the letter on the table for Dana to find when she got up as I’d intended, I ended up carrying it outside with me. While my truck warmed up in the morning chill, I walked up the driveway and put it in the mailbox. That’ll be more fun for her to find it there anyway...

Holly was at her desk by 5:30, a scant 10 minutes after me.

“We have to stop meeting like this Mel. All these crazy hours, people are going to talk.” She grinned and I grinned back.

“I was just looking through the overnight blotter,” I told her. “It looks like it quieted down a little.”

“It probably got too cold for ‘em all to keep at it out there. It is February, after all.”

“What’s the high supposed to be today?”

“Low thirties, I think,” she replied.

“Good, more normal. Let’s hope that cools their jets a little bit.”

Chapter 5 – Regroup

Victor Voll - Chief

Z Renegades Clubhouse, Abandoned Farm, South Zanesville, Ohio

––––––––

“What the hell was all that shit?” I thundered at the full assemblage of patched in members sitting around me in the damp living room of the old farmhouse. “That was bullshit; that’s what that was; the saddest thing I’ve ever seen. Whose bright idea was it to create mass hysteria, get another gang gunning for us and bring the law, the news...all those stupid fucks raining down on us and chasing us around?”

Nobody spoke.

“Is this how you’re trying to impress me to earn the right to stand here and give you clowns hell? I’m not fucking impressed! That kind of shit stops right now! Right fucking now!”

I looked over at Traveler, “Get another plan old man. This one’s done.”

“But Chief,” he whined back, “it wasn’t even my idea...I wanted to...”

I cut him off. “You’re my number two. You want to be Chief, fucking act like it. Take charge of this shit and do something that actually helps your club, otherwise, you may as well just kill me after all.”

Pinch laughed loudly.

“You got something to say?” I asked him.

“That ass can’t do anything useful, is all.”

“Then you figure it out. Somebody needs to do something.”

I looked around the room, catching several faces in my gaze. “Some of you weren’t here Sunday morning. I’m going to say this one more time in case the message didn’t come across then or you weren’t here to get it. Ya’ll can ally yourselves with certain brothers if that’s what you want to do but one man, ONE MAN, gets to be Chief. That’ll be the man who impresses me the most. Period. Figure it out. You want my position; you need to aim a lot higher.” 

I shivered involuntarily. “Figure out how to get some heat in this shithole too. It’s fucking freezing in here.” 

I looked around the room at all of the men just sitting there staring back at me. “Don’t all jump at once!” Disgusted, I told them, “I got shit to do. I’m out of here.” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Pinch eye-balling Traveler as I walked out the door.

###

Dana

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

I grabbed the mail out of the box as I walked back to the house after pulling a morning shift at the store. Boo was circling to go out as soon as I hit the door so I dropped everything on the kitchen table, hooked her to her long retractable leash instead of her short one we used for walks and I ran her outside. 

“Still can’t trust you to stay in the yard,” I half scolded her as we stepped out into the brisk late morning air.

While she did her business at one end of the lead, I unlocked my little writing hut while hanging onto the other end, then reached inside and flicked the knob to turn up the heater Mel had put in to keep the hut at a more comfortable level for humans. I had some ideas for the book I was working on and I wanted to see if I could get them down before they flitted away.

When Boo was finished, she charged back toward me, then passed me and propelled herself right into the hut. She took up her customary place on the floor about a foot in front of the heater.

“Well then, all right little lady. I guess we’re going right to work today.” Getting a little lunch first forgotten for now, I sat down in my chair, booted my computer up and lost myself in the pages of my novel for a couple of hours until my bladder was screaming.

“Let’s go Boo. Mama needs to potty now.” I wonder what it would cost me to put plumbing out here?

While I nibbled a sandwich, I leafed through the mail I’d forgotten about earlier. I almost didn't recognize the handwriting from the letter I ran across at the bottom of the stack. It wasn’t postmarked or stamped, it just had my name on it.

That’s Mel’s scrawl, I think. She must have put this in the box before she left for work...

I opened the note expecting a reminder about picking up something at the store or some such thing.

––––––––

Dana,

I’m reminded that Valentine’s Day is coming soon. I want to do something special with you that night; even more special than being with you, married to you, is each and every night. I love you so much – more than I could ever possibly put into words. You’re my whole world baby and I never want to be away from you, not even for a minute.

I know these last few months have been tough. I appreciate your support and, at the same time, I feel bad that I never seem to be able to be there long enough to do the things we’ve talked about doing. I’m doing the best that I can. It’s frustrating most of the time these days but coming home to you makes it all worth it.

I’m trying to plan something for Saturday. I really am.

I love you Dana, to the moon and back, always.

Mel

––––––––

I just let my tears fall.

Chapter 6 – Replay






Mel

Early Tuesday Evening, February 10th

––––––––

“His street name is ‘Shock’. I’ve had him in the lock-up for low level dealing more than once,” I told Mason.

She looked down at the dead gangbanger lying prone on the sidewalk.  “It’s early yet and this is pretty residential here. Did he work this area a lot?”

“No,” I said as I shook my head. “That’s just it. South Zanesville is all Z Renegades stomping ground now; has been for a few years. He was a duck out of water being down here.”

“A Renegade hit, you think Sheriff?”

“That’d be my guess, if I were a guessing woman. Given all the fighting that’s gone on between the two gangs these past couple of days, I have to think he came down here looking to score some new clients or heaven knows what and, since he was alone, they snuffed him out quick.”

“Did PD get anything out of that biker they collared last night?”

“Nope. He clammed up and demanded a lawyer, they tell me. They’re waiting on the Public Defender’s Office to assign someone.”

Lucas Kreskie, the County Coroner showed up on the scene. After we gave him a brief rundown of the little we knew, I said to Mason, “Let’s start canvassing the area; see if anyone around will admit to seeing anything. Be careful,” I cautioned her. “There are good people here and there are Z Renegades here.”

––––––––

Even in the cold of February, for a South Zanesville neighborhood, it was unusually quiet. We spent an hour going door to door looking for witnesses – anybody that saw or heard anything. We got nothing. Anyone that did bother to answer the door, wasn’t inclined to talk to the police.

Disheartened by the lack of public cooperation, we retreated back to my county SUV and headed for the station. 

“The people I did get to open the door wouldn’t talk at all. They’re scared Sheriff. Is it all about the bikers?”

“Now, yeah, but it’s always been controlled by one gang or another. As fast as we root ‘em out, some other gang seems to move in to take their place. The ‘Z’ expanded East from Columbus about three years back and most of them settled south of the city. As a matter of fact, they used to call Barb’s bar, The Boar’s Head a little further east, home. She managed to root them out of there and clean the place up but, being bikers, they’re a little harder to get a handle on and run completely off than some of the other gangs we’ve run into.” 

I sighed. “Once they gave up on hanging out at the Boar’s Head, I figured we were done with them causing general havoc. It was a quiet summer, this past summer...at least, as far as gang activity goes.”

“You would think the dead of winter and the cold weather would keep them lying low right now,” Janet replied.

“You would think.”

###

Victor Voll – Chief

Late Tuesday Evening, February 10th

Outside the ‘Z’ Renegades Clubhouse, South Zanesville, Ohio

––––––––

“I got him Chief. It’s my kill,” Major ‘Rat Tail’ Foote claimed. He was standing out in front of the ramshackle abandoned farm house we were using as our hangout with one foot up on the running board of my Navigator.

“That so?” I asked him. “What if I heard differently?”

“Ain’t nobody better be tryin’ to take credit for my hit! I’ll kill them too!”

“That’s why I came down here. I’m hearin’ two different stories.”

“Who’s claimin’ it? Traveler? I’ll show you the damn gun.”

“You might have to. Let’s go.”

––––––––

Inside, where it was no warmer than it had been in the morning when I’d told them to do something about getting heat, I found only a few of my guys, Traveler among them. He was sitting at a beat up wooden table with a bottle of cheap whiskey in front of him. He was drunk and running his mouth to the other two men in the room.

I eyeballed my number two as I walked toward the lot of them with Rat Tail following behind me. “Walker McGinnis, get on your feet,” I told him.

Traveler stood slowly on shaky legs. His eyes darted between me and Rat Tail. Nervously, he licked his lips.

I told the other two pins in the room to take a hike. Once they’d made themselves scarce, I addressed both of the remaining men. Holding a hand out to stay Rat Tail, I asked, “It’s come to my attention that a Demon was killed in a drive by a couple of hours ago. What do you know about that McGinnis?”

Traveler braced a hand on the table for balance. It was obvious to me that he’d been drinking for several hours. He didn’t respond.

Lowering my hand, I looked now directly at Rat Tail. 

“I told you Chief. I got the kill. Here’s my piece.” He slid a 9mm out of the back of his waistband and handed it to me, grip first.

I could smell gunpowder on the piece. “How many shots did you take?”

“Er, two. First one missed. I caught him quick though before he could duck and cover.”

I ejected the magazine and pulled the rounds out, counting. There was room for two more if Rat Tail had gone out fully loaded. I put the bullets back in the magazine, reseated it, locked and loaded and pointed it at Traveler. “Explain.”

Traveler raised his hands in a defensive move. “Don’t kill me Chief. Please don’t kill me. I didn’t mean no harm, I swear. I was just having a little fun, is all. I’ve been right here...right here.” He licked his again.

“Did you listen to a word I said this morning?” I didn’t lower the gun.

“Yes Chief, I did...I did. I’m not a young man anymore...you know? It’s cold today. I figured I’d let these younger guys fight it out after all. I...I stayed back here and...and I worked on getting us some heat. That’s what I did.”

“Oh yeah?” I questioned him. I took a look all around but I didn’t see any evidence of him having brought in a kerosene heater or trying to build an sort of fire. “And what did you come up with?”

“I’m still working on it...I...”

I shot him twice in the chest. 

Handing the piece back to Rat Tail, I told him, “One time for each set of lies. I hate liars.” 

I kicked at the drunken junkie on the floor. He was good and dead. “Find something to roll his body up in and help me load him in my truck.” 

Chapter 7 – Do Over






Mel

Early Wednesday Morning, February 11th

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

Since Tuesday hadn’t ended with more rioting in the streets of Zanesville and since my duty cell had been quiet overnight, I actually managed to catch more than a few hours of sleep. I woke up at 5:00 not really feeling fully rested but certainly better than I had in a few days. 

Creeping back into the bedroom from our little bathroom after my shower, I was surprised to find Dana awake and sitting up in bed. 

“Come here you,” she beckoned me.

“Why?”

“Just come here.”

“But I’m practically naked here...”

“Your point being?”

I moved closer to our bed. “I have to go to work babe.”

“I know; I just want to give you a proper send off.”  She raised her chin toward me and crooked a finger to motion me even closer in. When our lips met, she raised both hands to my face and cupping it, laid a searing kiss on me that vibrated me to my toes.

Dragging myself away before I lost all sense of time and place, I repeated to her, my voice tremoring, “I have to go to work.”

Dana grinned. “Have a great day!”

After shaking myself, I gathered my underthings and a uniform and got out of there. As I dressed in the main bathroom, I couldn’t help thinking that Dana’s kiss had been because of my note. If notes like that lead to me getting more kisses like that then maybe I’ll just have to become Cupid himself. 

I tiptoed back toward the bedroom. The door was still closed and I couldn’t see light from inside anymore. Dana must have lain back down for a while. I knew Boo would have her up soon though so I had to work fast.

Moving into the den, I grabbed another piece of paper and jotted another note. This time, it came a little easier. Heartfelt honesty is probably the best policy after all. 

I left the house and put the new letter in the mailbox then climbed in my truck and headed to work. Please, let it be an easy day for once.

––––––––

Dana

###

“Thank you Mrs. Stroud. Have a nice day.”

When the customer was safely out the door, Mama said to me, “I just love her; such a friendly woman and she and her husband both do so much for this little community.”

I just smiled and nodded.

“Okay Dana, spill it! What’s got you all smiles and happy today?”

“Nothing. It’s just a good day, is all.”

“Right...”

Mama obviously didn’t believe me. “I’m just excited to be here working with you,” I told her. 

“Child, now I know you’re fibbing. As soon as your dad and Jesse are back from that equipment auction, you’ll be charging on out of here. I know you!”

She eyed me up and down and then ventured, “Does this have anything to do with Mel?”

“Why do you ask that?” I tried to sound non-committal but I could feel myself blush a little and Mama latched on to it quickly.

“It is! So tell me, what’s going on? I’m all ears.”

“Of course you are and, knowing you, you probably had more than a little to do with it too.”

“With what? Is Mel planning something special for Valentine’s Day?”

“So you did have something to do with it!”

Mama clapped her hands together and grinned brightly. “So what’s she got planned?”

“I hate to let you down but nothing yet, not that I’m aware of anyway, but she left me a lovely note in the mailbox yesterday that said she loves me and that she’s trying to plan something very special for us. That’s the gist of it, anyway.” I couldn’t help but smile to myself again.

“Oh she did, did she? Well, that’s a start. I was hoping for a little more than that out of her though.”

“Mama, what did you do?”

“Nothing big, mind you. I just reminded her that Valentine’s Day was coming and that you two should do something special for this first one together is all.”

“That’s all? Well, that’s fine, I guess. Whatever you did worked Mama. Mel has literally become a poet of sorts overnight. Her note was wonderful.”

“I’ll take all the credit then but that wasn’t exactly what I had in mind.”

“It was perfect. Don’t you go stirring her up anymore.”

My cell buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and checked the number. Whoops, Young International!

“Are you alright up here for a few minutes Mama? I need to take this.”

“Of course.”

I hustled into the back of the store, through the storeroom and out the connecting door into the space that was being remodeled as a nail salon for Mama as I answered.

“Hello; Dana speaking.” 

“Please hold for Russ, Dana,” Rosita politely informed me.

“Dana?” Russ queried, coming on the line.

“Yes sir.” I responded after smiling first. I wanted him to know I was interested in whatever he was calling about.

“It’s fortuitous, in a manner of speaking, that you called the other day.”

“How so?”

“I’ve actually got a quick investigative job that’s local to you that came in out of the blue. It needs to be done fairly quickly. I don’t have anyone I can put on the ground that fast.”

“How local are we talking?”

“It’s a Morelville, Ohio address Dana.”

“Really? What are the odds?” I was dumbfounded. 

“In this case, I’d say pretty good.” Russ Chuckled. “If you accept, you’ll be meeting with a Warren Brietland. Do you know him?”

“Not personally, but I know of him. He represents old Morelville and old money around here.”

“Well then, that falls in line with the job he wants done. He wants a potential family heiress, an Erin Voll, investigated.”

“I see.”

“Will you take the assignment?”

“Yes, of course; my pleasure.”

“I’ll put Rosita back on the line. She’ll want your fax number so she can send you over a contract and all the particulars.”

Chapter 8 – Meddling Mothers

Chloe Rossi

Late Wednesday Morning, February 11th

Morelville Ohio

––––––––

“Where’s Dana, Chloe? Didn’t she come up to help you since the guys are gone?”

“Hi Faye. She stepped into the back for a minute...phone call.”  I flipped a hand toward the back of the store. “Have you heard from Jesse?”

“No.” She shook her head. “But, honestly, when he goes to these equipment auctions he’s all eyes and ears for that stuff and nothing else. I can’t complain though, he’s gotten some great deals that have saved us a ton on the farm.”

“Well here’s hoping he’s a good influence on Marco then. I used to do auctions all the time looking for furniture but Marco never wanted to go.”

“He’ll be fine. The most trouble Jesse will let him get into at this one is buying a bunch of tools; not a bad thing when you’ve bought a fixer-upper house.” We both laughed but my own chuckle was more than a little uneasy. Marco and I went from owning a home that was just the way we wanted it in a Pittsburgh suburb, after years of hard work to a century old house out in the middle of nowhere that needed lots of updates. Marco was relishing the task. I’d have preferred something that just needed my decorator’s touch.

Mentally, I shook myself then I peeked toward the back of the store but there was no sign of Dana. “Faye,” I said, “while Dana’s out of earshot, I want to talk to you.”

“What about dear?”

“Mmm...I don’t really know how to put this, so I’ll just come right out with it: it’s about the state of the girls marriage.”

It was Faye’s turn to wave a dismissive hand in the air. “I hardly want to talk about that, no offense to Dana of course, but you know how I feel about it.”

“Whether you like it or not Faye, the girls are married in the eyes of the law. I wish you would open your mind just a little hon. It would mean so much to Mel for you to be more accepting.”

“I love my daughter. I love Dana too. I just don’t get this whole thing.”

“And our girls love each other,” I said firmly. “We both know though how tough the first year or so of marriage can be especially when someone has as demanding a career as Mel does. I just feel like they’re drifting apart and, if something isn't done soon, they’ll end up separated. I just can't imagine anything worse than that for them.”

“Yes, they love each other a lot. I’m not blind. I can see that. But, every couple has to find their own way. Jesse and I did and you and Marco did.”

I peeked down the aisle way toward the back again. “All I’m saying is, things are tough right now. You see the news. All of that stuff that’s been going on in Zanesville has had Mel hopping. They aren’t getting any time together at all right now. Wouldn’t it be nice if they could just take even a night off and forget all of that for the evening? Just one night?”

“I suppose. I guess I could talk to Mel and see if she could free herself up for dinner or something.”

“That would be a great start. Maybe even tonight?”

The door from the storeroom swung open and Dana stepped into view. I smiled down the main aisle way at her. “Everything okay dear?”

“Just fine Mama.” Her tone seemed distracted.

I shot Faye a look and, just then, a thought came to me. “Hey Faye, you should go back through and take a look at the pedicure chair Marco just finished installing yesterday. It’s a doozy.”

Faye raised her eyebrows. “A pedicure chair? Do you think people around here will really go for that sort of thing?”

Dana answered her, “Oh heavens yes! The women around her may live in boots in the fall and winter but all spring and summer all I saw were flip flops and sandals unless they were actually working with livestock. They’ll love it. Come on back, I’ll show it to you.”

“No, no,” I jumped in quickly. “I just saw the bakery truck turn the corner. I’m going to need your help up here but you go on ahead back Faye. Feel free to sit in it and fondle the controls.” I grinned at her with my best devious, up to something smile and hoped she took the hint.

––––––––

“Mel? It’s mom.”

“I know; Holly told me.”

“Listen, I only have a minute.”

“Me too.”

“How are things going with you and Dana?”

“Okay...I guess.”

“You don’t sound so sure.”

“I’m, uh, surprised at your interest, I guess.”

“I’m trying Mel. I really am.”

“I know Mom.”

“It seems like you two are struggling a little bit for time since you took the Sheriff job on. I was dead set against that too if you remember. I’m working on a lot of things here Mel.”

“I know and I appreciate it. And, it’s obvious that you’ve been talking to Chloe. She’s said something to me about us not having any time together too. In all honesty, I just don’t really have the time to plan anything but I’ve been trying to...how can I say this...woo, I guess is the word, Dana.”

“Woo her?”

“I’ve, uh written her a couple of notes...love letters, sort of. She got one yesterday. I left another one for her in the mailbox today. She...uh...seemed to like the first one.”

“I don’t even want to know!”

“Mom! They were nothing dirty, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“Look, why don’t you call her and tell her you want to go out to dinner tonight. Have her meet you in town at Adornetto’s. I’ll call them and make the reservation for you even. You just have to show up and have a calm, quiet evening out.”

“I don’t know when I’ll be able to get out of here but I don’t want to be out real late either. I’m beat.”

“I’ll make it for 5:30 and send up a prayer that it all works out.”

Mel sighed. “Okay; you roped me in, now I really have to go if I want to be there by 5:30.”

I watched now as Faye came back up front. “Well, what did you think,” I asked her.

“It was, uh, interesting.” She looked around. “Where’s Dana now?”

“Outside, just finishing up with the Adornetto’s delivery driver.”

“Speaking of them, I need to make them a reservation there tonight for 5:30.”

“All right! Way to go!” I dropped my voice, “I’m glad we did this.”

“We?”

“Yes, we. I admit I spoke to Mel before. That’s why she wrote the note. Did she tell you about that?”

“Note? Don’t you mean notes?”

“She wrote another one? Dana only mentioned one.”

“Then she didn’t get today’s yet.”

I thought for a few seconds and then looked toward the door for Dana myself. When I didn’t see her yet I told Faye, “Okay, here’s the plan. You go and add the dinner invitation for tonight to Mel’s new note. I’ll make the reservations.”

“I’m not getting into their mail!”

“Look, if we want this to go perfectly, we have to make sure Dana knows about it. I’m sure there have been times Jesse has gotten busy and has forgotten to tell you things...” I looked at Faye pointedly.

She nodded, “You’re right.”

“Where do you want to meet later, your house or mine?”

“For what?”

“Adornetto’s silly. We’re going too. We can’t leave anything to chance.”

Chapter 9 – On Assignment

––––––––

Dana

12:45 PM Wednesday, February 11th

Morelville Ohio

––––––––

As soon as Dad was back at the store, I excused myself and got out of there. 

After a brief stop at home to let Boo out, freshen up and grab a few things, I went off to try and get a meeting with Warren Brietland.

I was nervous about the meeting with him, to say the least. I recalled when I’d first moved in with Mel, while I was recovering from multiple leg surgeries, that the Brietland clan figured prominently in one of her cases that I got sucked into involuntarily. I shuddered at the thought. I hope this go around with them works out a lot better!

––––––––

Brietland met with me in his study. He dispensed immediately with pleasantries and got right down to business.

“I’ve worked with Young a few times in the past,” he informed me. “I keep using Russ because he offers me fast, discreet service. I expect it to be no different on this occasion.”

“Of course Mr. Brietland.”

“How long have you been with Russ?”

“I worked with him directly for three years. Now I work with him from time to time as his needs warrant.”

Brietland nodded. “That will have to do on such short notice. If I’d have had my druthers, I’d have taken care of this some time ago.”

I didn’t speak, I just nodded politely and let the man talk.

He continued, “My granddaughter Erin is among the last in a line of Brietland heirs that are worth a damn. Or, at least, that could be worth a damn. She’s a smart one but, I fear...Anyway, there are no Brietland males to inherit the Brietland fortune. The illegitimate bastard that should have been given the family name, Ryan McClarnan, is in jail just like his daddy.”

I shuddered again but Brietland didn’t seem to notice the effect the name ‘McClarnan’ had on me. 

“Neither of my sons has produced a male heir. The three young women they have sired between them all stand to divide quite a fortune when I pass on, completely aside from anything their own fathers will inherit or will have added in value to the family holdings. They’ll be passing all of this wealth along to families that have no knowledge of our family history.”

He paused, leaned forward in his chair and looked at me intently. “All things change. I’m no fool. However, I don’t want to see the family coffers just frittered away and the good Brietland name dragged through the mud by these young women and the men they choose to mate with. Two of them are still in high school and, for now, they are of little consequence, but Erin is unfortunately married – for lack of a better term – to a vile man whom I detest.”

“What’s his name sir?”

“Victor Voll and she goes by Erin Voll, for now, at least. Victor is a criminal, pure and simple. What Erin ever saw in him – he’s a good ten years or more her senior, by the way – I’ll never know. My fear is, he is controlling her and manipulating her and getting her to do his dirty bidding. I can’t abide by that.”

He paused and drew in a deep breath. “Erin has been told she has money in trust and that she will begin receiving payments from on her 25th birthday in May, conditionally.”

“Are those conditions important to my investigation sir?”

“Not necessarily. They involve her husband more so than her and I’m dealing with him. You are to focus on her.”

“What exactly is that you need from me...from Young, Mr. Brietland?”

“Erin knows about the trust but she doesn’t know about the total wealth she stands to inherit. As it is, I intend to see to it that she does not get either the trust or a later inheritance if she’s not deserving of them. Your job will to be to look at my granddaughter very closely and specifically at the things she does that may aid her worthless spouse and anything she does apart from him that could be suspect.”

That’s still pretty vague. 

He wasn’t finished. “I want to know where she goes, who she meets with, who her friends are...everything you can find out. If at all possible, I need some sort of report by Saturday.”

I did my best not to react strongly to the short window.

“I know this is short notice. Money isn’t a concern. If you need to follow her around the clock between now and then, I expect you to do it.”

He slid a sheet of paper out of a folder on his desk and held it out to me. “That should get you started.”

Glancing quickly over it, I could see that it contained Erin’s vitals, her address and telephone number. 

“Frankly, I’d like to see Victor Voll dead or behind bars with Billy Bob and Ryan; I don’t care which. Then Erin would be free to carry the Brietland family name honorably again.”

She’s still a female...her carrying the name doesn’t continue the family line.

“I’m not stupid Miss. As I’ve alluded, Erin is no saint. I know for sure that she’s into drugs. I need to know if she’s actually dealing and what else she’s involved in. If it’s only a matter of drugs, I’d rather have her away from Voll, in rehab and cleaning up her act before she receives money from her trust or inheriting even a small part of the family fortune.”

––––––––

I rushed the straight home in a panic. It was already after 2:00 on Wednesday and Brietland wanted some sort of report on Saturday. I could hardly afford to waste time.

Absent mindedly, I grabbed the mail on my way into the house. I dropped it on the corner of Mel’s desk, fired up her laptop and started looking into online databases and look ups for everything I could find about Erin and Victor Voll.  

Two hours and a half dozen calls later, I’d gathered everything I could nail down electronically but I’d hit a wall with most of my calls. I leaned back and took a deep breath while I contemplated trying to track the heiress down and following her around for a while.

Catching sight of the little pile of mail, I noticed another plain white envelope that was like the one I’d found in the box the day before. I edged it out of the stack and savored the fact that, judging by my name scrawled in the middle of it, I’d gotten another love note from Mel.

I slid the sheet out and smiled to myself as I read a note as tender as the first.

––––––––

Dana, 

Your kiss rocks me to my core. The fire in you, the passion in you fascinates and excites me. I just want to sail away with you to the middle of nowhere, free of duty and obligation; just free to be you and me.

I keep thinking about the time we were in Tennessee, just the two of us. There was trouble there, yes...it seems to find us wherever we go, but the good outweighed the bad and the strange by a country mile. I want to take you back there again and be just Mel and Dana, together, again. 

I love you Dana, more today than I did yesterday and twice as much as tomorrow.

Love,

Mel

––––––––

I smiled at her sentiments and thought briefly of our time in Tennessee myself. Her sweet attempts at romance had me blushing so much; I almost missed the P.S. scratched on at the bottom of the page. 

––––––––

P.S. Please meet me for and dinner and dessert at 5:30 tonight at Addornetto’s. 

––––––––

The last bit actually looked like it was added by someone else. I looked at the clock; it was already after 3:00. I better call Mel and confirm that...

To my surprise she was actually in her office and Holly was able to get her right on the phone. 

“Dana?”

“Hi sweetie. I got your note and I’m looking forward to our date.”

It was quiet for several seconds.

“Mel?”

“Oh, um yeah, sorry.”

“I’m sorry, you’re probably really busy.”

“Um, no. It actually hasn’t been too bad today.”

“Oh. Well, you seem a little distracted. If you can’t do dinner tonight after all, it’s okay.” I tried to keep my tone light but I’d already been looking forward to us having a night out.

“Dana, I’d love to go out with you tonight. I, um, said 5:30, right?”

“Yes.”

“I’ll be there.”

“I’ll be waiting. Bye Mel; love you.”

“Love you too.”

It wasn’t until we hung up that I thought again about the short deadline on the Brietland job and I realized I really should have cancelled the date and let her off the hook after all. 

“Damn it!” I exclaimed out loud startling Boo enough for her to jump into a standing position from her blankie on the floor where she’d been slumbering. I looked at her and then back at my notes and printouts. “We need this night.” She stared at me uneasily then stretched, turned around in a couple of circles and, when I didn’t say anything else, she laid back down.

I’m in a little over my head here. Free databases and social network searches will only take me so far. I mentally kicked myself. I’m not prepared to a full background check until I set up accounts. I need to get my ducks in a row.

The realization that I wasn’t prepared to go out and spy on Ms. Erin Voll yet, plans with Mel or no plans, didn’t sit well. 

I knew I could call Young and they’d do the full searches I needed but that was defeating the purpose of them subbing the job out to me in the first place. 

Biting the bullet, I pulled up the site of one of the biggest background checking agencies out there, established a corporate unlimited account with them and then plugged all of Voll’s known information in to begin my first search. For good measure, I requested Victor Voll’s background too. If you’re going to do it, do it all the way! Now I was congratulating myself. I’d finally started to act like the professional investigator I’d been pretending to be.

Realizing that it would be at least a couple of hours before I got any return on that little investment so I decided to run Boo outside and then get ready for my date.
Chapter 10 – Tripped Up

Mel

4:30 Wednesday Afternoon, February 11th

––––––––

I blew out a heavy breath as I closed the last report that had rolled across my desk during the course of the day. At my buzz, Holly appeared in my doorway. 

“You rang, boss?” Her smile lightened the tinge of sarcasm in her question.

“Yes I did! I’ve finally gotten through all of these reports. They need to go back to the investigating deputies for my corrections or for follow-up.” I held the stack of files out to her and she took them.

“Bet you’re glad to be done with them.”

“To say the least. Thankfully, it’s been a pretty quiet day and we could all play a little catch up.”

“Mason get anywhere with that drive-by?”

“On that, unfortunately no. If there were any witnesses, they aren’t talking. I hate that...you know?”

“Having another murder case that will probably go unsolved?”

I nodded.

“Not much we can do about it Sheriff; not unless we take gang members down and get people to turn to save their own butts.” 

“That’s what I hate even more; the spread of gangs in the county. Policing here is so different now than when we joined the department.” 

We chatted for another couple of minutes and then Holly made to leave to return the files. She paused in the hallway and backed herself back into my office, “Don’t forget you have a ribbon cutting in the morning at that new senior center, 9:00.”

“Thanks. I would have forgotten.” I was glad she reminded me. “Look, once you drop those off, why don’t you get out of here? You’ve already put in a lot of hours this week.”

“I could say the same for you, boss lady.”

“Oh, I intend to be on my way shortly. I have a date.”

––––––––

When I got out to the lot, I debated turning left and getting into my pick-up or turning to my right and getting into my county SUV. Given the unpredictability of the winter weather and the fact that I was performing an official function in the morning, I opted for my SUV and left my truck where it was.

Once I was inside the SUV, out of habit, I turned on the two-way and the computer. I smirked as I checked the time. It wasn’t quite five and the restaurant was only a few minutes away, uptown. I figured I’d probably be there before Dana.

As I crossed over the Muskingum, a 911 dispatch call for all units startled me out of my first near relaxed state in days. “All units, 10-32, 10-46 in progress, corner of McConnell and Maple. 

Armed bank robbery a mile ahead! “County Unit One en-route.” I was the first to respond. Two other units immediately followed suit, one of mine and one with the Zanesville PD.

As I sped toward the bank, another call came across, “Suspect leaving the scene. Proceed with caution.” That was followed moments later with a description of the get-away car that dispatch reported was proceeding north on Maple.

I flipped on my lights and my siren and gave the truck a little more gas. I was on Maple so, if I could find it, I planned to give chase. 

People were leaving work so the traffic was heavy. Cars got out of my way as quickly as they could; I just hoped the throngs were slowing my quarry down. Sure enough, I spotted the suspected escape car about a block and a half ahead of me. The driver was weaving in and out of traffic where he could. 

As I closed the distance, he must have heard me coming. I watched in horror as he cut off and almost hit another vehicle when he took a right into a KFC parking lot from the left hand lane. Moments later, I made the same right myself and sped around behind the restaurant to see him navigating wildly around the restaurants’ drive thru lane and then across berms to get out to Brookover Avenue. He didn’t stop as he crossed traffic on Brookover and headed north up the narrow access road on the other side of it.

“Unit 1, in pursuit. Vehicle just crossed Brookover Avenue,” I radioed. 

I slammed on the brakes as the car stopped. The male in the passenger seat jumped out and fled toward a building on foot. 

Making a quick decision, I keyed my uniform mike and told dispatch, “Robbery suspect is now on foot. In pursuit.” 

As I watched the suspect enter a building from the rear, a PD cruiser screamed into the parking lot on my left. I waved at the getaway car that was now pulling away. They gave chase to the driver while I sprinted for the door of the building.

I was in a busy restaurant kitchen. I realized then that I was at Adornetto’s. What are the odds?

“Where did he go?” I called out to the staff inside. 

A dishwasher waved his hand toward the swinging doors into the dining room. I barged on through them into the dimly lit room and immediately tried to see the front door, thinking he had probably just passed through the place but there was no sign of him. 

I stopped a server. “Did a man just run through here?”

She shook her head no. 

“You didn’t see anybody come from the kitchen?”

“I was just taking an order over there.” She pointed to a table not far from the front door. 

“Anyone go out the door, there?”

“No; not that I saw. Did you check the restroom?”

I turned and headed toward the hallway where I knew the restrooms were located. Halfway there, after rounding a corner, I stopped dead in my tracks as I saw Dana, following a hostess, being led to a semi-secluded booth. 

My jaw went slack. She was stunning in an evening dress my favorite shade of electric blue and wearing her hair up. I’d never seen her with it up before. She’d once told me she’d always hated wearing it on top of her head.

She smiled at me and I smiled back. Forgetting everything else, I moved toward the booth and, once she was seated, took my place across from her.

“You look amazing.”

“Thank you. You don’t look so bad yourself.”

I looked down at my uniform and laughed but then sobered immediately, remembering why I was in the restaurant in the first place. My eyes darted toward the hallway but no one had emerged. I didn’t recall any windows in their ladies room and I hoped there were none in the men’s room.”

“Are you all right?” Dana quizzed me.

“Fine, fine. Busy day, that’s all.”

A server appeared with menus. Once she’d taken our drink orders, I smiled uneasily across the table at my wife. I really did need to let her know what was actually going on. 

I didn’t get a chance. My radio did the job for me. The PD officer I’d directed in the parking lot had the getaway driver pinned down and dispatch put out a backup call for him.

“Sorry,” I told Dana. “Had a little incident going on, on the way here.” The words were no sooner out of my mouth than my own quarry bolted from the hallway I’d been headed for and toward the front door.

Chapter 11 – Nabbed

Dana

––––––––

I was so excited to see Mel already at the restaurant and even more excited by her obviously pleased reaction to my get-up and hairdo. My excitement became anxious though when I could see that Mel’s mind was elsewhere even though she was sitting with me. After her radio went off and she apologized for the intrusion and explained, I started to feel a little better.

“I need to apologize to you too,” I began. “My mother’s been a little out of line. It’s not right for her to be telling you what you should and shouldn’t do and getting involved in our...”

Mel vaulted from her seat and almost knocked the table over in the process. She burst into the aisle way and ran toward the front door. I rose in time to watch as she tackled a man trying to exit and then drug him back into the aisle.

“What’s going on?” I called out to her. 

“This guy just robbed a bank,” she told me as I watched her while she cuffed him. After  radioing for backup, she began to frisk him. When she stopped, to a horrified server standing dumbstruck nearby she said, “No one goes into those restrooms until I check them.”

A manager came up front and demanded to know what was going on. Mel was polite as she informed him that she was taking a suspect into custody and she’d be out of their way momentarily. 

Seconds later, one of her deputies came through the door, weapon drawn. An already horrified older patron screamed in fear and collapsed. As the deputy gauged the situation and holstered his weapon, the manager moved to assist the distressed woman. 

Mel pointed at the cuffed man on the floor and addressed her deputy, “Get him to the station. I need to check the restrooms for his gun.”

Once the deputy was gone, Mel turned right for the restrooms. I sank into a chair at a table halfway between ours and the door and waited. 

She emerged from the men’s room only seconds later, with something loosely wrapped in paper towels that I could only take to be the weapon she’d gone in to look for.

I stood as she came over to me.

“I’m sorry Dana...really sorry. The robbery went down just down the street as I was on my way here...I’m...I have to go...I’m sorry.”

I watched in stunned silence as she headed toward the kitchen.

###

Chloe

––––––––

We actually got to Adornetto’s before Dana. I wanted to make sure our tables were far enough apart that she wouldn’t have any reason to know we were there too.

Citing his usual aversion to eating out as a waste of money, Jesse wouldn’t agree to come along with Faye and I and Marco was closing the store. That left Faye and me on our own to do a little matchmaking, if an intervention became necessary. 

I half rose from my seat and peaked toward the door at the sound of each entrance until I spied Dana coming in. 

“This is silly,” Faye was saying. “We can’t hear anything from here, so why are we...” She trailed off as she looked toward the back of the room. 

I turned to see what she was seeing in time to catch a quick glimpse of Mel after she’d come through from the kitchen.

“That’s odd, that she would come in that way,” I whispered to Faye. 

She shrugged, “She knows the manager and maybe she wanted to see if Hannah was working tonight.”

“Hannah bakes in the mornings,” I reminded her. “She has classes in the evenings. Surely Mel knows that.” I paused and unrolled my silverware as our server brought our salads.

We were a few bites each into the salad course when a commotion arose on the other side of the half wall that divided the main dining room. Someone called out, “What’s going on?”

“That was Dana who called out just now,” I told Faye. “I’m sure of it.” I stood to see if I could get any sort of a view but all I could see was the top of Dana’s head as she stood in the aisle on the other side.

“Where are you going?” Faye hissed at me as I stepped away from our table.

“To see what’s happening.”

I went over to the kitchen end of the wall and, staying mostly behind the last booth on the opposite side of it, I peered around the end. Mel had a guy on the floor and she was frisking him. I looked back at Faye, who was still seated at the table but watching me and I shook my head. Turning back to the show on the other side, I was just in time to see one of Mel’s men come through the front door with his gun out. A woman up front screamed then and a manager scrambled to the front area.

Scrambling myself, I went back to our table and an anxious Faye and relayed what I’d seen. 

“What do we do?” she asked me.

“Mel will have to leave so, obviously, we console Dana. What else can we do?”

Chapter 12 – Interrogation

Mel

Wednesday Evening, February 11th

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

––––––––

My date, my chance at a little redemption in the eyes of my wife, got all messed up. I wasn’t a happy Sheriff and Kenny ‘Pinch’ Ungar was about to feel the brunt of my anger. I wasn’t going to let up on the biker hood I’d nailed at the restaurant until I had some answers. 

We had the little ass dead to rights but, for the moment, he wasn’t demanding a lawyer so Mason and I were laying it on thick.

“Why’d you try and knock over the bank, Kenny?” I knew he hated for anyone to use his given name. I was trying to get him wound up.

“Who says I was robbing something?”

“Um, the bank teller can likely ID you for one, the security camera’s probably have your ugly mug for two and I followed the two of you myself in your getaway boat and then you right into that restaurant and I have the gun you tried to trash in the restroom with, I’m positive, your prints all over it. Maybe you should stop denying the obvious and start talking.”

He scowled. “You already know everything, you’re so smart and all.”

Janet tried a different tack, “The ‘Z’ must be really hurting for cash Sheriff. Maybe the Demons have taken over a little too much of their drug business and they needed some more up front dough to buy supply.” She raised her eyebrows at Pinch, daring him to explain.

He took the bait and obliged. “That ain’t how it went down, see? The Demons can’t take squat from the Renegades. Not now, not ever!”

“Is that so?” I asked him. “It’s not like the ‘Z’ to try and hit banks though. You must have needed money for something...” 

Pinch stared at me defiantly. “Just a little test is all,” he said. “Anyway, I didn’t get nothin’. Dropped the bag when I realized that bitch was takin’ too long. I knew she musta hit that damn button. I got out of there with nothin’ so you’ll never get any charges to stick.”

“Oh, but we will Kenny. You’re a convicted felon who attempted a crime with a gun. You’d going down for a long time just for having the piece on you. Armed robbery – successful or not – is going to get you lots of time.”

He grew quiet.

Pouncing on his burgeoning discomfort, I continued, “Let’s back up just a little. You said it was a ‘test’. Test for what? Test of what?”

“Did I say that?” 

Mason and I both nodded back at him.

“That’s not what I meant to say.”

“What did you mean then Kenny?” Mason asked back.

He glared at her. “I don’t have to say shit.”

“You’re right, you don’t,” I told him. “But, if you don’t, you’re going to the joint and you’ll never see daylight again. The DA will see to that.” I gave him the once over. “Little guy like you, I’ll bet it’s a whole lot of fun for you in prison.”

Ungar looked down at his boots. 

“Why don’t you try to help your case a little bit and tell us what you and the ‘Z’ are really up to?”

His head shot up. “You don’t know then I ain’t sayin’!”

He wants to play hardball, eh? I’ll fix him... “Look Pinch,” I used his gang name now to ease the tension just a little, “I know we don’t like each other. I don’t have a problem with sending you up the river for armed robbery. I’m going to have that gun tested though and when I find out it was used in the drive by that got a Demon killed, you’re going to have murder charges rained down on you too. You’ll get gassed for that.”

“I didn’t kill nobody! You can’t pin that on me!”

“We’ll just see about that,” Janet said.

“You got it all wrong. It wasn’t me.”

“It was a Z Renegades hit Kenny,” I told him. “There are witnesses.” Not that will come forward but I know people saw it...

His eyes darted back and forth between me and Mason. “Look, maybe I did go into that bank but it’s not me you want for the hit.”

“Who Pinch? I need I name and the whole story.”

“I tell you, what’s in it for me?” he asked me. 

“Depends on what you tell me. Right now, the DA wouldn’t sign off on anything but sending you up for a long time.”

He tapped his fingers on the government issued metal table and bounced one leg at the same time as he took several long seconds to think. I had all night, now that my evening was ruined so I waited patiently.

“What if I told you this was all part of a sort of contest, like?”

“Contest?”

“Yeah,” he nodded.

“Go on.”

“Chief says he’s retiring.”

“Chief?” Mason asked. 

“The ‘Z’ Chief,” he told her, venom dripping from his voice.

I diverted his gaze away from Janet. “So, your leader is retiring and he’s looking for a replacement? Is that what you’re saying?”

Ungar nodded. 

“So you guys are out there trying to prove yourselves worthy to lead the ‘Z’?”

Again, he nodded.

“What?” Mason asked. She looked confused.

“It’s simple,” I told her. “Their leader is leaving the fold. The man that proves his mettle the most steps into the leadership role.”

“So we’re having gang wars on the streets because these assholes all want to be boss?” She spread her hands and looked at Kenny Ungar in total disbelief.

I let it go. I had bigger fish to fry. “So, you want to be Chief so you decide to try and knock over a bank?”

He hung his head and wouldn’t look at me.

“Who were you trying to top? Who wanted it bad enough that they killed a rival gang banger?”

Still staring at the floor, Ungar whispered, “Rat Tail.”

––––––––

“Rat Tail’s real name is Major Foote,” I told Janet later. “He’s another convicted felon that runs with the ‘Z’.”

“I can see why he’d prefer to be called ‘Rat Tail’.” She cracked a half smile.

“The ‘Z Chief’ is a guy named Victor Voll. Ungar is small time. He got nailed for a drug distribution crime that was enough to send him up for a few years. Having the gun will put him away for a lot longer. Nailing Voll and Foote is going to be a lot harder. Those two are slick.” 

“We don’t have a witness that will place Foote at the scene of the shooting.”

“I know,” I nodded at her. “And, it’s a known felon’s word that all of this was set in motion by Voll too. Every cop in the county knows him. If he was seen anywhere in the entire melee the last few days have been, we’d already be after him.” I held my hands up and juggled them about. “He’s always been the lay back and give the orders sort though. He never seems to get directly in the mix. I’ve gone after him before and he manages to weasel out of anything but misdemeanor charges.”

“This time around, since the whole thing is to find his replacement Sheriff, don’t you think he’s purposely gonna stay out of the mix?”

“Yep. That makes it even harder.” I leaned back in my desk chair. “We’ve got to figure out how to get to him somehow.”

“He’s still running a street gang. If we tail him...”

I waved her off. “Tail him how? We have to find him first and, even if we do, there’s nothing illegal about hanging out with known criminals.”

“Where do they hang out now?”

“Damned if I know. I really hoped that we’d seen the last of them, like I told you before.” I looked at my watch. “It’s nearly 10:30,” I said aloud and then shook my head. Looking at Janet as I had looked at Holly earlier in the day, I said to her too, “You’ve put in enough time. Why don’t you go home?”

She sighed. “I’ll finish out the shift. It’s only another half hour and it’s not like I have a life.”

I eyed her critically. “How’s your mom doing?”

“Not so good. She seems to have taken a turn for the worst. She’s back to taking chemo drugs and she’s really struggling this time, even more so than before. She’s barely mobile and she can’t even string two coherent sentences together most days.”

“I feel awful for asking but even more awful to hear that. Is there anything I can do to help? Do you need some time off?”

Janet was quick to respond, “Thank you, no; not now...not yet and no I don’t need any time off either. Not yet. The end is near  though Mel...er, Sheriff. I can feel it coming.”

“It’s just you and me. You can call me Mel and, I understand. You just let me know if you need anything at all, okay?”

She nodded. “You seem a little, how should I put this...gruff...tonight yourself. Anything you want to talk about?”

“I’m just frustrated, is all. We’ve been so busy...it just never ends. I need a little down time.” 

“Dana getting on you?”

I chuckled softly, flashing back to a time when Barb had hit on me thinking Dana was not important to me. “No, not Dana,” I said. “My mother-in-law on the other hand...she thinks I’m being very neglectful...to married to the job.”

“Isn’t one of her sons a cop?”

“Vince? Yeah. He’s got some sort of detail though. Out of the office at 5:00 every night and rarely works weekends.”

“Must be nice.”

“Just between you and me?” I raised my eyebrows at Janet and waited for her response.

“Yeah?” she nodded.

“Dana and I were supposed to be on a date tonight at Adornetto’s, the restaurant where I nailed Ungar. She was there to meet up with me.”

“Ouch! That’s truly messed up!”

“Tell me about it. I think this time I’m going to catch holy hell from her and not just her mama.”

“Ooo, I’m glad I’m not you! I wouldn’t want to be in your shoes right now.”

“How does Barb take you working all the time and being with your mom when you’re not working?”

“Barb?”

“Aren’t you two seeing each other? I thought...”

Janet shook her head no. “She’s a friend, more or less. I go around to the bar once in a while when I’m off if I’m not on mom duty and we talk a little if she’s not busy. She’s still hung up on losing Lisa and I just can’t focus on another thing besides mom and work right now. Neither one of us is ready for any sort of relationship.”

###

Mel

11:40 PM, Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

I tiptoed into the house but Boo charged me and met me a couple of yards into the kitchen. I didn’t hear another sound in the house so I hooked her up to a leash and ran her outside before I did anything else. The unexpected diversion gave me time to think about what I would say to Dana when I woke her up getting into bed as I was likely to do. 

When I got back inside, I realized the TV in the family room was on. Boo scampered that way and I followed behind sheepishly.

I was stopped in my tracks at the door. Dana had attempted to wait up for me. She was curled up on the couch, still in her blue dress but fast asleep. She had a heart shaped helium filled balloon, the ribbon grasped in one hand, that said 'I love you with all my heart' on it. 

I didn’t have the heart to wake her. As gently as I could, I took the balloon from her and tied it to the leg of the coffee table. After I covered her with a blanket, I headed into the bathroom to get my night clothes on. I took my place in my leather recliner across from the couch and eventually drifted off to sleep. If she woke, I wanted her to know immediately that I was there.

Chapter 13 – Try, Try...






Dana

7:00 AM Thursday Morning, February 12th






Bacon was burning somewhere. The smell of it assaulted my nose. I rose from the sofa where I’d apparently spent the night and tried to stretch. My bad leg felt like it was on fire. 

Looking around, I spied the balloon I’d gone and bought for Mel the day before after I’d convinced our mothers I was fine and ditched them. A throw blanket was in a ball on her chair. 

Limping into the kitchen, I found my seriously overworked wife with one of Faye’s famous aprons on over her uniform, standing at the stove, attempting to flip pancakes. 

She spied me when Boo yapped at me and began circling my ankles. Stopping what she was doing, she walked over to me and guided me to a chair. “Baby, I need to apologize to you. I’m so sorry about what happened last night and I want to make it up to you. Please, please forgive me.”

“That pancake is starting to burn.” I pointed back over my shoulder at the griddle. “You deal with that while I pee and get out of this dress and then we’ll see if we can’t rescue some of this food.”

A couple of minutes later, my favorite sweats on and my immediate needs taken care of, I returned to the kitchen to find Mel flipping a cake that looked somewhat more appetizing than the last one had. 

She grinned at me. “I’m not hopeless in the kitchen, you know? I was trying to do something nice for you after...after...”

“Shhh; I know.” I wrapped her in a quick hug from behind. “Babe, your love is more than enough and, for the record, let me just state that I know that you’re even better with the grill but, that said, how about you let me take over at the stove for now and you get the syrup and such out? I’ve had a little more practice standing in front of this thing lately than you have.”

––––––––

As we sat to eat a few minutes later, I quizzed Mel about her collar at the restaurant. 

“I was on my way there to meet with you, I swear, and that knucklehead tried to rob a bank a few blocks south of the place. I just...I just...”

“Okay, you don’t have to tell me anymore. I know what happened. Your instincts kicked in and you were doing your job.” 

“I feel so bad about ruining our date.” Her eyes glistened just a little at the corners.

I pretended not to notice and I tried to wave her off but she captured my hand and held it. 

“I want to make it up to you Dana. I will make it up to you, I promise; this weekend.” She smiled at me. “I wish it could be today but when we finish here, I have to go do a senior center dedication and then I have to get to work. That loser will be arraigned today for the robbery attempt and, hoping to save his own ass, he gave us a lead on the murder that happened the other day. 

“It’s okay. I understand. I do.”

“You’re sure?”

I leaned across the table and showed her with a kiss.

Chapter 14 – Boar’s Head

Mel

Late Morning, Thursday, February 12th

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

“Mel, dispatch just got a call from a security company. The silent alarm is going off at The Boar’s Head.”

Barb’s Bar...

“Rolling,” I told Holly.

“The arraignment?” she asked me as I strode toward the door. 

“It’s not until 3:30. I’ll be back in plenty of time.”

On my way out the door, Mason was just coming in for duty. “You’re with me,” I told her. “Let’s go.” I filled her in on the little I knew as we made our way to my vehicle.

Barb’s cell number rang through on my personal cell as I was climbing in. 

“I just got the call,” I told her without preamble. “I’m en-route. Where are you?” 

“On my way there too. Almost there in fact; the alarm company called me.”

“Turn around and go home. It’s probably nothing,” I told her. 

“No way, Mel.”

“I promise; I’ll call you as soon as I assess the situation.”

She hung up on me.

“Shit!”

––––––––

We arrived at the scene 15 minutes later to find more than a dozen motorcycles tearing around in the parking lot in the cold and driving across the now broken up remnants of what had been the front entry porch. The door was standing wide open and the dark tinted glass front window was shattered. Inside we could see that there were more bikes and bikers. 

Outside, one biker fired a shotgun into the air and hollered something but I couldn’t make out what he was saying above the roar of all of his marauding fellow gangbangers on Harleys. 

Three of my cruisers were already on the scene, amassed across the road. Barb’s own SUV was over there too, several yards behind the three cruisers, but I couldn’t see her inside. 

I pulled in alongside the car of my Patrol Sergeant, Joe Treadway and parked then I got on my two way and ordered traffic diversions to be set up immediately in both directions and coming North out of Morelville. I didn’t want any cars going by on the road and innocent people being fired upon.

Mason and I both dismounted. Using my door as shield, I worked my way around the back of my truck and up behind his cruiser. He was back behind it, keeping it between him and the bikers across the way. He had his shotgun at the ready and a look of pure determination in his eyes.

“What the hell, now?” I questioned him.

“Other than they’re all Z Renegades over there, no idea Sheriff. Been here about 10 minutes. Gates and McDonald both got here just before me. They said it was already like this when they got here.”

I tossed my head behind me. “That’s the owner’s SUV back there. Where’s she?” 

“I told her to get back in it and get out of here. She’s in there; won’t leave.”

I moved back over to my SUV, popped the rear lift gate and got out my own shotgun and handed it to Mason. Then I took out a portable bullhorn and my binoculars. Moving back alongside Treadway where I could see more, I raised the optics to my eyes and peered across at the bar.

Focusing on the man with the shotgun, I waited for him to turn so I could get a look at his face. I didn’t have to wait long. 

I didn’t recognize him but the man with the street name ‘Juice’ stitched across the back of his vest, mounted a bike, fired it up and, holding the shotgun aloft, drove to the edge of the lot where he faced us. He idled the bike and hollered something across the road. I couldn’t hear what he said.

Treadway raised his shotgun but I put out a hand to stay him as ‘Juice’ turned and, still holding the gun, waved his arms at the other men on bikes. In ones and twos, they pulled up alongside him and idled their bikes too. 

When it was quieter, I got on the bullhorn. “You must cease and desist now!”

Laughter peeled from the other side of the road. ‘Juice’ waved a hand for quiet. When his posse quieted down, he screamed across the divide, “You’re outmanned and outgunned pigs; fall back! We’re taking back our old hang out. I rule this turf now!”

He fired his bike back up and the others followed suit then. Driving out onto the road, he circled back to the bar. The other men all pulled or backed their rides away too and resumed the craziness of just a couple of minutes before.

“He’s right,” I said to my men that were in earshot. “We are outmanned and outgunned, for now. We’re sitting ducks over here if they decide to rush us. 

The driver’s side door to the SUV behind us swung open. I turned as Barb stepped down. 

“Get back in your truck!” I yelled.

She didn’t listen to me. Marching right up to me, she screamed too, “My bar! Do something!” She grabbed me by the shoulders. Treadway and Mason both moved from opposite sides to pry her hands away from me.

“Don’t hurt her,” I cautioned them.

“Mel, you have to save my bar. My life...everything I have left...that’s all of it. Besides my house, there isn’t any more after fighting for Lisa’s life and battling that damn hospital!” 

I flashed back to a conversation I’d had with Barb when she first returned to the county:

––––––––

“I had a partner; a partner in life and in business. We actually bought little bars and pubs and whatnot that were failing and we rehabbed them and sold most of them for a profit. We flipped several over the last dozen years. A few, here and there, along the way, we kept. We put good management in and we let them run them and we just kept going with the profits from it all. At least, we did until she got sick.” 

Barb swallowed hard and her shoulders shook. A few moments slid by but then she seemed to steel herself and then she continued, “She got sick and fought and fought and then, when we thought she was almost on the road to a full recovery, I lost her after a botched surgery.” 

Her eyes rimmed with tears. “It was all so bad...such an incredible nightmare. I didn’t have her and, and...on top of that I had to sell everything we had to pay her medical bills and fight the hospital in court at the same time. It was devastating.”

I was in shock but I managed to squeak out a response, “Barb, I apologize.” I blew out a heavy breath. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”

She sighed and leaned back in her chair. “Thank you. It means a lot.” She braced her hands on the edge of the desk and leaned forward again. “Look, Melissa, I know we didn’t end things...I didn’t end things with you well. It...it was actually...I was actually pretty horrible to you back then.” 

“Water under the bridge.” I said it and I meant it.  

She dabbed at her eyes. “Where was I?”

I didn’t even know how to respond to her but she picked back up on her own after a few beats of silence.

“Eventually, the hospital settled with me. Small consolation in the grand scheme of it all...” She sniffled but she drove on, “Lisa died in Colorado. I couldn’t stay there once it was all over. I packed up what little personal possessions I had left and came back here to be with my folks for a while, while I still have them, you know?”

I nodded and thought about my own obviously ailing father.

“I can’t just do nothing though and this,” she waved her hand in the air, “this is what I know. It’s what we’d done for nearly a decade. When the settlement money showed up, I took some of it and I bought this place when I heard it was available. Lord knows it needed my help...and...it helps me too...”

––––––––

I looked across the street at the building we’d had that conversation in. Turning to Janet, who still had one hand on Barb, I plucked the shotgun from her other hand and told her, “Take her truck and get her home.”

Janet nodded. 

“I’m not leaving!” Barb cried out.

“We’ve got this,” I hissed back at her, “but it’s not safe for you to be here right now. I can’t do what I need to do if I’m worried about you.” I stared into the eyes of my former enemy turned friend and waited for her response.

Finally, she relented. She shook herself loose of the grip Treadway still had on one arm and turned toward her truck. 

Stopping Mason, I cautioned her, “Stay with her and, whatever you do tread softly.”

I watched as Janet took Barb’s keys and they left the scene.

Chapter 15 – Tailed






Dana

Thursday afternoon, February 12th

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

Erin Voll hadn’t been hard to find. The address her grandfather had given me had been confirmed by my background check. As I watched, the Brietland heiress finally left her house in south Zanesville around 10:00 AM and headed north into Zanesville proper. 

I watched from a half a block or so away each time as she made a few stops at private residences. She pulled right into the driveway and took her purse to the door each time. At every stop, she was invited in only to emerge a minute or two later. 

“She’s not delivering Avon.” I muttered to myself.  

I followed her right into the bustle of downtown. She turned off the road into a McDonalds and got out. I parked and followed her inside. 

Standing at the counter, waiting to order, I watched as she joined a man seated in a two-person booth under the windows on one side of the busy place. He had his back to me. I got my food and took a seat in the empty two-seater behind her, facing him. 

The man I was looking at had gangbanger written all over him. I’d seen his type before. The sallow skin tone of a user coupled with the tear drop tattoo below the eye that signified he’d had a gang kill at some point in his criminal career. It was guys like him that had led me to the area in the first place, following the threads of a case that had led to me meeting Mel. 

I shook myself and tried to listen in. He was eating. Erin was talking but, since she had her back to me and she was speaking in low tones, I couldn’t make out what she was saying to him. 

As I quietly chewed my own sandwich and kept my head down, Erin got a little louder. “Conal, are you listening?” she griped at him.

“Shush your mouth!” he told her back. “I told you, don’t ever use my name!” 

I waited, but in the next few minutes, I didn’t pick up anything else from the couple. I raised my eyes just a bit at the sound of paper crumpling and caught sight of the man as he rose from his seat. 

“Let’s go,” he told her. 

Erin got up and followed him out the same side where she’d come in. I deposited my trash and left too, trying to appear uninterested in them as I walked out not far behind them. 

I was torn about what to do and who to follow as she got into her car and he got into one a couple of cars down from it. But, as Erin followed the man she’d called Conal out of the lot and up the road, I realized wherever he was going, she seemed to be going too. I fell in a little way behind her.

Voll wasn’t a careful sort. She never seemed to check her mirrors. I got closer and closer until, at one traffic light, as Conal got into the left turning lane just ahead of her, I had enough time to get a good look at his plate number before she switched lanes too and blocked my view. 

I repeated the number into my cell quickly and then, asked it to ring up Young. Once the switchboard put me through to my handler there, I asked a favor.

“I’m following my target who’s with an unknown. Can I get you to run an Ohio plate for me?”

“Sure. Shoot.”

I flipped the screen and read the plate number to him. 

“Give me about 2 minutes.”

“Thanks.” 

We were headed west out of downtown on I-70. I let a couple of cars get between me and them. She might be an idiot but I was well aware he wasn’t nearly so naïve.

My cell line opened back up. “The car is registered to a ‘Conal Hoyt’. Do you want the address?” my hander asked.

“Yes please.”

I committed what he told me to memory, thanked him and hung up. 

We were half way to Columbus when Hoyt abruptly changed from the left lane to the right lane and took the Gratiot freeway exit. 

At the top of the ramp, instead of turning right toward the little town, he turned left and she followed. The two lane county highway we were on had me swallowing hard. We were entering open farm country in the middle of nowhere. It would be easy for Hoyt to pick up my tail now. 

I put as much distance between us as I dared but I breathed a sigh of relief when, less than a mile later, he pulled off the road into the lot of a ‘No Tell Motel’ and Erin Voll followed him. I sped on by and didn’t look back at them.

Letting several miles pass first, I finally turned around. No one was behind me the entire distance but I feared Hoyt had caught on to my presence and that’s why he’d stopped. I was sure the two were now long gone. 

There wasn’t any reason to be worried. As I approached the motel and slowed, I could see Hoyt backing his car away from the office at one end of the low brick building. Erin Voll was on foot, coming around from behind the structure at the other end.

I went by again, but this time I went just past the freeway ramps to the edge of Gratiot, turned around the first chance I got, and headed south again, back to the motel.

By the time I got there, Hoyt’s car was parked in front of a unit about 2/3rds of the way down from the office. Neither he nor Erin were visible. They were presumably inside.

I drove around to the back of the building. Erin’s silver Ford was parked just around the corner far enough to be out of view of the road. I took a couple of quick pics of it for my report back to her grandfather and then, reversing, I went back around to the front and parked several doors down from the two apparent lovers. Only two other cars were in the lot. They were both in front of the office. 

A cleaning cart was outside the door of the room next to Hoyt’s. The door was closed but, as I watched, it swung open. A maid stepped out and put a ball of towels into the laundry bag hanging from one end and then went back inside.

“No sheets though...” I shivered involuntarily. 

An idea popped into my head. I checked my wallet. I had three twenties on me. I jumped out of the car and went to the room being cleaned. 

Stepping in, I startled the maid, a woman easily in her fifties, who was now vacuuming her way out of the room, her back to the door.

I held my empty hands up to show her I meant no harm. She switched off the machine and eyed me warily.

Holding one hand out, palm facing her, I took my wallet out again. “I’ll give you 20 bucks if you let me hang in here for a little bit and don’t ask any questions,” I told her, holding my voice low.

“Fifty,” came the swift reply. 

I looked in the wallet and took out two bills. “I can give you forty,” I said.

She held out her hand and I placed two twenties in it. With that, she wound up the vacuum cleaner cord and wheeled it out of the room, shutting the door behind her.

Luck was on my side. The walls were not only thin but there was even a connecting door between the two rooms. I moved toward it and put my ear directly against the sliver of opening between the door and the frame.

Hoyt and Voll were making no pretense of being quiet now. I listened as the late twenties gangbanger ordered her to give him head and then in revulsion as he grunted and groaned and she gagged on him. 

“Get those pants off and get up here on your fucking knees,” he commanded her after several minutes of her taking him in her mouth.

I heard a heavy thud and then, seconds later, Erin let out a little yelp and bed in the adjoining room began to creak rhythmically. 

“Beg for it!” Hoyt ordered.

“Give it to me Preacher, give it to me,” Voll panted out, barely audibly to me. The bed bounced into the wall then several times and then stopped. Hoyt released a loud groan and then, judging by the sound, he collapsed onto the bed.

“Get up and unlace my boots and get them off,” I heard him say.

There were two soft thuds 30 seconds apart and then it was quiet for a couple of minutes.

As quietly and as slowly as I could, I shifted my position and switched my weight from leg to leg. I pulled my cell out of my front pocket. Less than ten minutes had passed since I’d bribed the maid.

A toilet flushed next door. Erin’s voice sounded distant and then got closer as she asked Conal Hoyt if he was awake.

His response was muted but Voll’s next questions to him had my ears burning. 

“When are you taking Victor down? We’re running out of time, babe. When are you going after him?”

“Listen, I’m pissed that I lost one of my best dealers. That bastard is going to pay for that.”

“Victor didn’t kill your man, ‘Rat Tail’ did.”

“I don’t fucking care who did it. He’s gone and someone has to pay for that. Besides, all of those dumbasses are so busy running around like fuckin’ morons trying to be Chief that there’s no one looking after Victor.”

“Come Saturday, he may skip town.”

“Don’t you worry; my men have a plan to take his fat ass out and his lieutenants’ real soon, while they’re all still focused on one upping each other and proving who’s the biggest asshole.”

It got quiet for a minute. I was about to step away from the door when Hoyt spoke again. “Happy?” he asked.

“I will be when you’ve got the whole city wrapped up.”

“That reminds me,” he said to her, “where’s my money?”

“I got it Preacher.”

It was quiet for several seconds but then she told him, “It’s all there. I collected the last of it this morning. I uh...I was wondering...”

“What?” His tone was rough.

“Could I have $200 of it back?”

“$200? What for? If you need a couple of hits, take them.”

“No. It’s not that. I wanted some shoes, is all.”

“Fucking shoes?”

It was quiet for several seconds. 

“Here. Take it but don’t think this is happening every time.” 

I’d heard enough. I tiptoed away from the connecting door and turned to see the room door swing open. I forgot to lock it...

I started to panic but then remembered my gun was firmly placed in the small of my back, under my jacket. As I reached quickly to draw it, the maid stepped into the room.

“I’m going to need some more money if you want to stay in here,” she told me.

“I was just leaving,” I whispered back to her as a dropped my hand away from my gun and brushed past her.

I stepped out onto the walkway. Thinking fast, I snapped a couple of quick phone pictures this time of Conal Hoyt’s car, making sure to get the plate number in one of them. 
––––––––

As I headed east on 70, I tried to call Mel’s personal cell. There was no answer. I decided not to try her duty cell but, as I passed through Zanesville and got on Route 146, I hit traffic so heavy, I knew there must be a problem up ahead so I did try it. There was no answer on her duty cell either. 

We crept along for a few miles. Very little traffic at all came from the other direction. Cars ahead of me kept slipping left of center as their drivers tried to get a view of what was going on ahead of us on the two lane road.

Twenty minutes later and a couple of miles before The Boar’s Head Bar and the turn off for Morelville, I came to a roadblock where I was diverted down a country road south toward Duncan Falls. I tried to remember the back roads Mel and I had taken from time to time as we had crisscrossed the back country of the county getting from place to place since the GPS on my cell was useless out here in the middle of God’s country. 

Finally rolling into Morelville just after 1:00, I found it virtually locked up tight. Everything was closed; the gas station, the store, the pizza shop; everything. I pulled into my own driveway. As I got out of my car, Mel’s twin Kris, came out of her house just next door and called to me. 

“Dana, come over here. It’s probably better if you don’t stay at your house.”

“What? Huh? What’s going on?”

“Come in here first and I’ll tell you.” Kris hustled me into her house. 

Inside, no one was sitting in the front living room. The blinds and drapes were pulled keeping the room very dark, even in the middle of a cold but sunny day. 

In the dining room, my brother-in-law Lance and both of my parents sat around the table, their faces all somber. The blinds and drapes were also pulled in that room but the lights at least were on.  

“We’re not exactly sure what’s happening honey,” my dad answered me. “Some Sheriff’s deputies came through town a little over an hour ago and ordered everyone inside. Everybody sort of panicked. It’s got me rethinking moving here all over again.” He shook his head.

I swallowed a lump that rose in my throat and put a hand on his shoulder. “Whatever it is,” I told him, “I’m sure it’s not as bad as what was happening back at Halloween. All I can tell you is that whatever’s happening, it’s happening out on 146 or there-about. I got diverted off of it and had to get back into Morelville across country.”

Dad got up and walked into the bathroom without a word. Mama shot me a look.

“There was an automated call from the school. They’re going to hold the kids from out this way...not let them come home until they get an all clear,” Kris said.

Mama jumped in next, “This has to have something to do with all the rioting and such that’s been going on.”

Given what I’d overheard less than an hour before, I figured she was probably right.

Chapter 16 – SRT

Janet Mason

Early Thursday Afternoon, February 12th

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

As we drove south, away from the bar, Barb was silent. She sat, half turned in the passenger seat, looking back until The Boar’s Head slipped from view. Finally, she spun back around but she stared straight ahead, not really seeing, just lost inside her own thoughts. 

“Mel will do everything in her power to get it back Barb; get it back today.”

She didn’t look at me as she responded, “If they leave anything for me to have back.” 

We drove the rest of the way to Morelville in silence. When I reached the edge of the village, I asked, “Can you tell me where we’re going please?”

Barb pointed ahead. “Turn right at the next block.”

I did as she said.

“It’s the colonial half a mile down on the right.”

Just outside of the village limits, there were no more homes until we came to Barb’s colonial mini-mansion set a few acres back off the road. I tried to keep my surprise in check as I drove along the gravel track back to the house.

“You’re thinking it’s too big for just one person, aren’t you?”

“No,” I said. “I’m thinking it’s beautiful.”

“I shouldn’t have bought it. It’s too much to keep up for just me. Mom and dad are getting up there in years. I thought maybe they’d want to come here but they like the little condo they have in Zanesville.”

“Do you love it?”

Barb looked the house over. “I do,” she answered. “I do.”

“That’s all that matters then.”

––––––––

Not knowing what to expect inside, I was surprised by the comfort that was evident even though the place was decorated simply with a mix of antiques and newer pieces designed for a modern country home.

“This is amazing Barb.”

“You like it?”

“Absolutely. I guess I expected a lot of antiques and you do have some but, I don’t know how to say it...I didn’t expect the soft leather couch and chairs and all the wood. It looks so warm and comfortable.”

“Dana’s mother did most of it. She’s quite talented.”

“Chloe did this?” I spun around looking at everything again. 

Barb nodded. “She did Mel and Dana’s place and figured out she had a knack for it. I asked her to do mine.”

“Where are my manners,” she asked herself more than me. Can I get you something to drink?”

“No thank you. I’m fine.”

Barb moved toward a sofa facing the fireplace in the great room and sat down heavily. I took a seat in a soft leather armchair a few feet from her and waited for whatever was coming next.

“Can I ask you a question?” I said to her, when the silence became unsettling.

She tilted her head to look at me and nodded her consent.

“Were your parents what brought you back here?” I was certainly curious but, more than that, I wanted to get her mind off what was going on at her business. 

She half smiled. “I grew up in Zanesville...couldn’t wait to get out of town. A couple years after high school, I left. I went to live with an aunt out on the west coast. It was a whole different world, a whole different way of life. I loved it out there and...that’s when I figured a few things out.”

I just nodded and let her talk.

There were probably twenty different jobs and almost as many women along the way when I met Lisa and settled down. I’d finally finished college taking classes here and there at night. I had a business degree but no idea what to do with it.

Lisa had a background in hospitality and restaurant management. She got a little bit of money from an inheritance when we’d been together about seven or eight months. We used it to buy our first bar; a ramshackle old gay bar in a gay ghetto that was being ‘gentrified’. We hung in there and sold it for what we thought then was a small fortune. We spent a little of it but reinvested most of the rest into another place.”

“Over the years, we just kept moving from place to place rehabbing bars. We sold most of them but kept a few others for income. Everything was good until Lisa got sick...”

Barb grew quiet. Her eyes became unfocused as she seemed lost in her thoughts. I felt bad about leading her down that track but I didn’t know how to pull back now that she was on it.

A sob escaped from her throat and her arm shook as she raised her hand to her face and covered her eyes.

I stood and moved to the sofa where I took a seat beside her. Gently, I placed an arm around her shoulders and pulled her to lean against me as she sobbed.

“I’m so sorry,” she choked out several long minutes later. “I think I’ve finally gotten a grip on it all and then it just comes back in a wave.” 

“It’s okay Barb, really.”

“I came back here because I realized I’d already lost everything but my parents that meant anything to me. I just can’t bear to lose any more, you know? Them, this house and that bar are all I have left.” She looked at me intently. 

My thoughts were a jumble as I nodded silently and then sucked in a deep breath. I knew I should get back to the scene and try and lend whatever help I could but I certainly didn’t want to leave Barb alone in her current state.

I took my arm from around her and started to put a little distance between us on the sofa but she put a hand on my leg and stopped me cold. 

“Thank you,” she said simply, her eyes still rimmed with tears. “It’s hard for me to open up about all of that.”

“You’re welcome,” I responded back. It was all I could think of to say. 

Barb held my gaze for several seconds and then leaned toward me, closing the distance between us. She brushed my lips with hers in a soft kiss that was completely unexpected. I froze. I didn’t know how to take it or if I should respond. Taking advantage of a woman in a weak moment wasn’t my style.

Barb’s cell buzzing on the side table where she’d dropped it when we came in saved me.

She twisted around to grab it and said, “It’s Dana,” before she answered it.

I stood and stepped away to a window to look out and to give her a little privacy so I only got one side of the conversation but I heard her tell Dana that I was with her and that, yes, it was the bar.

She hung up after a minute or so and beckoned me back toward her. I moved back toward the center of the room but remained standing and kept a little distance between us.

“Dana said the local radio stations are all reporting about the bar. She called to see if I was all right. Morelville’s on lockdown and they’re all sitting around at Kris’s house, Mel’s sisters.”

“Lockdown? Mel just wanted the roads blocked so nobody made it up to the intersection near the bar and got hurt. That’s got to have people all freaked out.” 

Barb looked at me strangely.

“What?” I asked, when I finally noticed her watching me.

“You’re antsy all of a sudden. Did I make you uncomfortable?”

I hadn’t realized that I was bouncing from foot to foot. Self-consciously, I stopped. “No; it’s not you. I’m just really thinking I should be up there helping them do whatever they’re going to do to save your place but there’s no way I’m leaving you by yourself.”

“I appreciate that,” she said, “but you need to do what you need to do. I’m a big girl.”

“Nope; I’m not leaving you. I have my orders.” 

Barb nodded and appeared thoughtful. After a pause, she said to me, “How about you run me over to Kris’s place? I know all of them. I’ll just hang there and do whatever they’re doing. You can take my truck back up to the bar.”

###

Mel

Thursday Evening, February 12th

The Boar’s Head

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

We were maintaining a visible presence across the State Route from the bar. I didn’t want the ‘Z’ to think we’d just given up and get too comfortable. Meanwhile, my roadblocks were still in place and, out of their view, on down Salt Creek Drive, I was amassing a takedown team made up of the county’s Strategic Response Team augmented with as many of my own troops as I could spare. 

“Report, Sheriff...” Mason held my two way mike out the window of my SUV to me. I leaned in so I could hear my deputy that was currently on the scene. The SRT squad leader leaned in from the other side. 

“Go six,” I commanded him over the secure channel.

“Down to one sentry in front. Shotgun. Back is reporting an intermittent sentry. Shotgun.”

“They’re getting cold,” the squad leader looked across and said to me.

“They’ve got the front window covered now but it sounds like quite a party going on inside.”

“Roger, copy.” 

“Out.” The deputy cleared the channel.

I handed the mike back to Mason. 

“We’ve evened the numbers up and it sounds like they’re almost all inside now. When do you want to move?”

“In about 15, it’ll be pretty dark. We’ll mount up now and start moving then.”

My mind flashed quickly to Dana. I hadn’t spoken to her all day but Janet had briefly when she dropped Barb off at my twin’s house. She sent her love and a prayer for the safety of us all. 

I sent some thoughts into the airwaves; I want to be home, in your arms, tonight. Wait up for me.

––––––––

Tactical shooters worked their way into position to take out the sentries at the front and back. The bar had an open lot all the way around but there were woods behind the back lot and plenty of cover across the street to one end of the front of the building. 

The two shooters worked in communication with each other. They’d be the ones to give the all clear for the rest of the SRT team to move in. 

I was on pins and needles, waiting for the word from the snipers. The plan was for me to go in right behind the SRT squad. Dana would kill me herself if she knew what I was about to do but I took the position that I couldn’t ask my deputies to do anything I wouldn’t do myself and I defend that stance no matter what.

Several minutes passed of total radio silence while we sat staged, just out of view of the sentry at the front of the bar, waiting for the signal. I was in my own SUV right behind the SRT tactical van with Mason and Gates who, like me, were now in riot gear and chemical masks.

Suddenly the call rang out “Go!” 

The running tactical van in front of me pulled off the berm and sped a couple of hundred yards up Salt Creek toward the intersection with 146 and the bar. I followed all of two truck lengths behind it. Several of my cruisers followed me.

SRT’s vehicle driver navigated the dogleg from Salt Creek into The Boar’s Head lot quickly and expertly and slid to a stop. I stopped 20 feet behind him as planned. From where I was, I could see the dead sentry laying out front.

The eight man SRT team jumped out of their transport, divided in two, and moved quickly toward the building. I felt like I was watching them in slow motion but, within seconds, The front side team had reached the front door, paused to give the other team time to reach the back door, then they opened the front and tossed in flash bangs and tear gas.

Out of sheer force of will from years of training, I was on the move, my deputies following behind me or moving toward the back as soon as SRT breeched the structure and started pushing inside.

People were screaming and lying all over the floor. The flash bangs were enough to make most of them hit the deck thinking they were being shot at and the tear gas was enough to keep them there. 

A single shot rang out from somewhere to my left. The SRT officer in front of me jerked backwards slightly and I almost plowed into him in my forward progress. He stumbled then regained his balance but staggered a little before grabbing the edge of a chair and holding himself up. 

I scanned left for the shooter but I needn’t have bothered. Two of my deputies who’d entered behind me were already standing over the gunman with their semi-automatic rifles trained on him. 

As the smoke started to clear and our inside team of nearly 20 officers gained control, I tried to take stock of the situation. The SRT troop who’d been shot would be a sore puppy for several days but his body armor had stopped the bullet he took. 

I spotted a couple of women in the room. One was giving Gates a real fight but an SRT officer offered lent an assist that got her cuffed and back on the floor. They must have been in here all along, I thought. No women got through our roadblocks to join their men in the men only club. 

Victor Voll wasn’t present and neither was Rat Tail. I spun around in a slow circle as SRT and my deputies started hauling the coughing, cursing bikers to their feet and dragging them outside. I didn’t see the self-appointed leader of the failed takeover, ‘Juice’, anywhere. 

I moved quickly into the empty kitchen and checked the walk-in and Barbs little office. Everything was trashed but Juice wasn’t to be found. The bathrooms...

Back out of the kitchen I went and turned to the bathroom entrances in a flash. They had entrances right off the back wall not far from the swinging door to the kitchen. One of my deputies was posted right between both doors, rifle at the ready.

“Anyone in either one?”

“No Sheriff. One was pulled out of the men’s room.” He pointed to a guy on the floor that was flex cuffed.

“Any way out of either one?” I couldn’t recall a time I’d ever used the facilities in the bar. 

Not waiting for his answer, I pushed open the ladies room door first. It was empty, of course. The only window was tiny and set high on the wall with no way to reach it for even a very tall person, without help. 

The men’s room was different. A window was set high in there too but it was quite a bit larger than the one on the ladies room. It was the kind that swung inward and up and latched to a catch mounted on the ceiling. A pole used to latch and unlatch it stood in a corner near the sinks. It was closed but, from where I was standing, I could see that the bolt lock used to secure it was open. Juice had probably gone out the window with the help of the man my deputy indicated.

I walked back into the bar and called out, “Mason!”

Janet appeared at my side. 

“Help me get this one into the back of my SUV.” Now I pointed at the man that had been indicated to me moments earlier. “We question him first.”

Chapter 17 – Freaky Friday






Mel

Friday Morning, February 13th

––––––––

“Has the world gone stark raving mad?” I called out loudly to no one in particular.

We were all out pounding the pavement, actively looking for the man called ‘Juice’, aka Francisco Berrio. His real name was all I’d been able to get out of his escape accomplice. I could have found that in any criminal database with even less work so I wasn’t inclined to give the squealer any brownie points with the DA for the info.

There were roadblocks everywhere and an APB went out for him as soon as we had a name. So far, nothing. There’d been no sightings of him.

Zanesville PD and my department had both spent a long night booking and interrogating all of the biker minions that were caught alive. They were all charged with trespassing and most with weapons violations. A few got drug paraphernalia and drug possession charges as well. Outstanding arrest warrants, coupled with all of the new charges, were going to be the death knell to prison for a lot of them but, for now, they remained loyal to Juice and to Victor Voll and they weren’t talking. 

I climbed back in my truck and headed further south from the South Zanesville neighborhoods I’d been scouring for the missing link with help from their small department. Juice was running scared. If I could nail him, I figured, I might get a line on the two men I really wanted, Voll and Foote.

###

Late Friday Morning, February 13th

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

I was starting to smell a little ripe. In all the craziness the week had been, I’d run through the couple of changes of fresh uniforms I kept in the office. 

After working my way across country in the Southern part of the county to Philo and checking in with one of my patrol deputies that worked that area, I decided to run home for a shower and a clean uniform. 

When I got there, Dana and Boo weren’t in the house. She must be out in her writing shed, since Boo is with her... I doubted she’d take the dog to the store if she was helping out there.

I’d been in contact with her, apologizing for not being able to make it home overnight. She’d sounded both forgiving and distracted. She said she was just glad to know we’d nailed everyone and that I was safe. 

I so owe her... That thought was what jogged my memory and reminded me that Saturday was Valentine’s Day. 

Once I was showered and dressed, I took a quick look around. Still no Dana. I went into my den. If I really wanted to try and rescue my love life for tomorrow, I knew I needed help. 

My laptop was half open on the desk. When I touched the keypad it sprang to life and the screen opened to a news article in the web browser. Curious, I glanced through it. 

Young International...isn’t that the company Dana worked for back in the day? She must have been looking at this.

I clicked the article closed and started looking for ideas for places to go. After a half hour visiting websites and making calls, I had nothing. Everything was booked solid. I’d waited too long. 

Oh boy, am I going to pay for this...






Dana

Early Friday Afternoon, February 13th


Morelville, Ohio



––––––––

“Russ, hi.”

“Hey, how’s it going out there?”

“I’m working the Brietland case. I spent yesterday tailing around a future heiress gone awry. Warren Breitland wants a report out of me tomorrow and I’ve got most of the information he needs but there are some loose ends that I’m trying to tie up.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

I leaned back in my swivel chair and looked out the little window of my writing shack that faced toward the house. Taking a deep breath I plunged in, “I’m absolutely stymied trying to pinpoint one of her associates. I have a name, Conal Floyd, and a plate number. My contact downstairs there ran the plate for me and got me an address near here but it’s no good...an empty lot. His background check didn’t turn up anything at all in Ohio other than the same address. This guy’s gang, Russ. He has to have a record somewhere.”

“Did you run a nationwide search?”

“Certainly but no response yet. I have a short window.”

“You haven’t established any local police contacts yet, I take it that might be able to speed the process for you?” 

I hesitated while I framed my response to him but I didn’t want him getting the wrong idea. “Yes, I have but, unfortunately, they’re bogged down right now with a big case and they don’t have the resources to help me.”

I felt bad about lying to Russ but I just wasn’t ready yet to tell Mel what I’d gotten myself up to. I had a strong gut feeling, after overhearing Floyd and Erin Voll talking, that my investigation and her gang war were interrelated in more ways than one. I wanted to have all my ducks in a row before I hit her with what I’d been doing and what I knew.

“Whatever resources we have here are yours to use Dana but, I need something from you too.” His tone changed. It became a little less friendly and a little more direct.

“What’s that?” I asked and then held my breath in anticipation of his response.

“You need to be straight with me. Look, I’m aware you’re just getting started out being on your own. I checked you out too; I didn’t just throw in with you because I know you. The notion of doing something like that goes against everything I’ve built up here. We’ll send work your way for as long as you’re honest with us and you, in turn, can use any assets at our disposal.” 

I covered the receiver and let my breath out. 

“Thank you Russ. I’m sorry. Just so you know, I do have accounts established and I have requested a check but it’s a twenty-four to forty-eight turn around and I need it faster than that.”

“I understand.”

“There’s more. In the interest of honesty and full disclosure, I should tell you, if you’re not already aware; my wife Mel is actually the Sheriff in this county.” It felt good to come clean with him.

“That came up in our check of you but I appreciate you being straight with me.”

“Russ, I know for a fact that the Brietland heiress I’m investigating, Erin Voll, is married to a man that’s probably a player in a case Mel is working and I’m 90% sure that she’s in cahoots with this gang banger to take her husband out but I don’t know anything about him or what he gets out of offing Victor Voll besides his girl. He may well be the link that Mel needs to blow her case wide open for her.”

“I’ve got,” I continued, “the information Warren Brietland needs to make whatever decisions he needs to make. My concerns are over the major crime wave that’s been going on here in the past week that I think his granddaughter and her spouse and lover are responsible for and...”

He finished for me, “The hit on her husband.”

“Yes.”

I heard a truck start. I rolled over to the little window on the house side and pressed my face to it. I just caught the taillights of Mel’s department vehicle as it turned out of the driveway. I wasn’t even aware she’d been home.

“Dana?”

“Oh, sorry. I was just thinking; you were saying?”

“You certainly have a dilemma there but I know you’ll get it all sorted out. Just promise me that you’ll keep yourself out of harm’s way?” 

“I’ll do my best.” 

“Now, let’s see if we can’t get you some better data on this Conal fellow.”

Chapter 18 – The Big Day

––––––––

Mel

Early Saturday morning, February 14th

––––––––

Valentine’s Day...it came in a flash. I wasn’t ready for it. I still had no plans. The only ones I’d made all week, I’d already ruined. It’s a wonder Dana is even talking to me at all. 

I knew I had to make it up to her but I didn’t have the first clue how to and, even if I could come up with a workable idea, there were no reservations to be had anywhere to do anything. It doesn’t help at all that I’m ass deep in a murder investigation and a multiple person manhunt.

Working today was a given. Working everyday was a given until I had Victor Voll and Major Foote in custody, at a minimum. 

Sitting up slowly, I tried to ease off of the bed without rousing Dana. I only realized she wasn’t actually sleeping when she reached out a hand to touch my leg and then asked, “Where are you going?”

Looking down into the shine of her eyes that I could only just barely make out in the dim early light, I smiled at her and then lay back down beside her for a minute.

She nuzzled close to me and stretched an arm around my waist to pull me in even tighter. “Please tell me you won’t be working all day.”

I kissed her forehead. “I really hope not,” I told her, “but I just don’t know. I’m so sorry baby.”

“It’s okay,” she whispered into my neck.

Pulling back just a little so I could look her in the eye again, I told her, “No it’s not okay. It’s Valentine’s Day and I wanted to have a whole day with you, just the two of us; the whole weekend even but...well I had to settle for dinner and...” I trailed off. I didn’t know how to tell her I’d failed at even arranging that.

She closed the distance again and kissed me lightly at the curve of my neck and shoulder.

“Dana, I’m sorry.” I exhaled loudly. “I really am sorry, believe me, and I promise to make it up to you. I’ve been so wrapped up in work that, by the time I even took a minute to get us reservations anywhere, I couldn’t get a thing. I feel like such an ass.”

“Don’t...don’t beat yourself up. You have a job to do. I knew what I was in for when you ran for the office. We’ll figure it out.”

“We’ll do better than ‘figure it out’. When I catch this Victor Voll guy, we’re going to get away from all of this crap for a while. Nailing Voll and a couple of his minions is my only focus right now.”

Dana jerked backwards and half sat up.

“You’re mad...” I started to say.

“No...no; I’m not. It’s just...Oh, I don’t even know where to begin.”

It was my turn to sit up. Facing her, the dawning sun finally starting to filter through the window, I searched her face.  

“Do you know something I should know?”

“You’re after Victor Voll; who’s married to Erin Voll, formerly Erin Brietland?”

“I don’t know; I guess.” I scratched my head and stared at my wife. “How do you know Erin Voll? Why did you ask that?”

Dana took one of my hands in hers. “It’s time to play a round of true confessions.”

I was all ears.

She took a deep breath like she was working up a little courage but then she dropped her eyes as she started to speak. “I’ve been a little bored lately. Don’t get me wrong, I enjoy writing but it’s not something I can sit and do for eight hours. I can get the flow for maybe an hour or two and then it just stops.”

Putting a finger under her chin, I tipped her face back up. When I could see her eyes again, I asked her, “So, you’ve been doing a little freelancing for the firm you used to work for?”

“You know?”

“Let’s just say that I put two and two together, just now.”

“Are you upset?”

“No; we’ve talked about you starting your own firm before. You were the one who had concerns about your mobility issues. My only concern is for your safety.”

She nodded.

“What about the store?”

“Mama doesn’t need nearly as much help in there now that they’re up and running and we all know that I have zero interest in the whole nail salon idea of hers. She’s on her own there!”

We both grinned at that thought.

“Anyway, I talked to Russ Young, my old boss, earlier this week and he threw an investigation job my way. Nothing dangerous, just information gathering...sort of.”

“And this not dangerous, ‘sort of’ information gathering assignment involves the leader of the motorcycle gang that’s been terrorizing Zanesville and Morelville?”

“Not exactly.”

I quirked an eyebrow at her. “What exactly?”

“I’ve been investigating Warren Brietland’s granddaughter Erin who’s coming due to get her hands on, I’m guessing, a pretty significant trust fund. Apparently there are morals conditions or some such thing...Brietland is the client. He didn’t make me privy to all the details. What he did though was give me a real short fuse. He wanted a report by today.”

“Dana, all this crazy stuff that’s been going on is because Victor Voll, who leads a motorcycle gang, is apparently stepping down and his ‘followers’, if you will, are jockeying for the top dog spot.”

“I, uh, heard something to that effect but I wasn’t sure if what I heard and what’s been going on were related.”

“Heard how?”

“Erin Voll has a lover. The name he’s using around here is Conal Floyd. He’s actually a ranking Gangster Demon Lieutenant originally from Detroit whose gang name is ‘Preacher’. His real name is Floyd Donaldson.”

“The Demons again?”

Dana nodded. “Yeah; I thought we were all done with them around here nearly a year ago after the big smuggling bust that landed me in my present condition but they’re trying to make a comeback and it looks like Floyd – whichever his name is – is here to lead the charge.”

“And Erin Voll has jumped the fence for what she believes are greener pastures.” Mel shook her head.

“It’s not just that.” Dana shook her head no this time. “This ‘Preacher’ guy is gunning, er, his men are gunning for Voll. They – him and Erin Voll – want Victor Voll dead.”

I thought for a minute then looked back at my wife. “When you were ‘hearing’ things, did it sound to you like Preacher wanted to take over everything in the area?”

It was Dana’s turn to think. She took her time to reply but when she did, she laid a couple of things on me that tied up everything in my mind. 

“Erin knew who killed a Demon in a drive-by, Mel. She called him ‘Rat Tail’ which, I’m assuming, is his gang name. Preacher said ‘someone’ had to pay for that. He was gunning for Victor as the leader. Erin told him she’d be happy when he had ‘the whole city wrapped up’.”

Light dawned for me. “The Demons want control of all the drug trade in the county.” 

“I don’t know how involved Erin is in the doings of her husband’s gang but I’m certain she’s dealing for Preacher.”

I shook my head ruefully and then I told my beloved, “I have a couple of gang leaders, a killer and a woman playing fast and loose to catch. You, young lady, need to report to your client as expected.”

“And tell him what?”

“The truth, of course. Brietland only expected you to investigate. He’ll take your findings under advisement and have it handled from there. By the time he’s ready to make a move, I’ll already have Victor and Erin in a noose and Floyd Donaldson too if I can work it all out right. Brietland will just have to decide if Erin’s worth saving for himself.”

Chapter 19 – Report

Dana

10:00 AM Saturday Morning, February 14th

The Brietland Family Estate

Things were so much easier when I worked for Young before...Here goes nothing.

I was shown into Warren Brietland’s study again. As soon as I entered the room, I remembered him advising me that he used Young for ‘fast, discreet service.’ I swallowed hard and prayed that the little bit that I was about to tell him would be enough without me having to provide a lot of detail.

“Ms. Rossi,” he greeted me, indicating the chair across from his desk. “I didn’t fully expect to see you today, in all honesty.”

“Oh? Why is that?” I was puzzled that he would say that after I’d agreed to his demand to report today.

“I’m not going to mince words with you. Your lack of experience and your shock at my short timeline for the job seemed to have you in a tizzy when you left here before.”

Not wanting to argue with him but feeling the need to defend my background I, in as tactful a tone as possible, told him, “We didn’t actually go over my entire resume Mr. Brietland.” I smiled. “I assure you, I have years of investigative experience and I left here with the proper sense of urgency that the job required. Now, shall we get down to business?” I smiled again and then reached into my case and pulled out his copy of my investigation file.

“Of course. Proceed.” He held out a hand to me.

“In the couple of days I’ve had to investigate Erin, I’ve come to one basic understanding and two specific conclusions. One, during my brief time watching her, she spent little time with her husband Victor other than overnight and she has little regard for him.”

“And you came to that understanding how?” His question wasn’t angry but curious; his slight smile giving away his hope that his granddaughter was coming around.

“Because the first of the two specific conclusions I’ve been able to come to is that Erin is having an affair.”

His slight smile turned into a look of shock. He started to speak, stopped to clear his throat then began again, “With whom?”

I flipped the file folder open and pulled out a headshot of Donaldson taken from a booking photo that came in with the background info on him Russ had found for me and I placed it in front of Brietland.

“Is this a mug shot?”

I nodded. “His name is Floyd Donaldson. He’s 29 years old and from the Detroit area. He hasn’t been living in Ohio long; three or four months, maybe.”

“So Erin hasn’t been associating with him very long?”

“That I don’t know for sure. There wasn’t time to dig that deep.”

“But you are sure she’s having an affair with him?”

In response, I took copies of the car photos I took at the motel out of the file and handed those to him. “They meet at a no-tell in Gratiot. Those were taken there.”

“I see.” He worked his lips, seeming to be trying to frame his next question. 

I didn’t wait for his thought processes to catch up. “Mr. Brietland, this guy makes Victor look like a small-time hood. He’s a top lieutenant in a Detroit area gang with national reach. They’re everywhere. He may have been sent here to run gang operations for them here.”

“Are they the ones responsible for all of the rioting and looting that’s been going on or was that Victor?”

“I can’t answer that sir. My focus was strictly on Erin, where she goes and who she associates with.” And I’m not going to tip Mel’s hand...

“You said you came to two conclusions about my granddaughter. What was the other one?”

“You told me Wednesday that you knew Erin was into drugs but you needed to know if she was also dealing.” 

“Yes. Is she?”

I nodded. “She is, but not for Voll, for Donaldson. She ferries product around, distributes it at private homes, collects money and gives it to him when she meets with him.” 

“And he isn’t connected to Victor in any way?”

“No.” I kept my tone as even and as matter of fact as I could. 

The older man fell silent and leaned back in his chair. His eyes fluttered closed as he raised a hand to his temple to rub it. I waited and watched.

After a couple of minutes of me watching him in that state, he seemed to remember that I was there. 

“Is there anything else you think I should know, at this point?”

“From what I’ve seen and heard sir, Erin may well be setting Victor up to take a fall and throwing in with this guy. I’m sorry.”

Brietland waved a hand in the air. “Not your fault. The question is, now what am I going to do about it?”

Chapter 20 – Come Together






Mel

Saturday Morning February 14th

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department






The Mayor was on my ass and the Police Chief’s ass to catch the gangbangers who, he said, were still running rampant in Zanesville. 

Armed with the information Dana gave me, I now knew where Victor Voll was laying his head at night and I was already having the place watched for activity. I called Shane Harding and got him on his way out there before I even got in the shower.  If I couldn’t manage a warrant to get in there before either of the Volls left to do whatever they spent Saturday’s doing, undercover deputies would follow both him and her. I hoped Victor would lead me to their hideout and to Foote and that Erin would lead me to Donaldson. We’ll get them all with one fell swoop. That ought to shut the Mayor up! 

I had a sit down with the DA, first thing, and briefed him and Janet Mason on the new info that I had from my ‘confidential source’. The goal, I told them both, is to find and take out all of the gang leadership from both gangs that we can lay our hands on. Today.

###

10:38 AM Saturday Morning

––––––––

“I’m tailing the female suspect Sheriff.”

“Where are you right now?”

“She just left the house.”

“Joe’s in an unmarked. He’ll move in to watch the house now.”

“Roger. No signs of other movement back there but his vehicle is still there.”

“Keep your head down following her. Gates will be your backup.”

“Will do.” Shane rang off. 

Shane Harding followed a block or so behind the young woman as she stopped at homes and businesses on a path that took them north through South Zanesville and west through Zanesville. After nine stops, she got on Main going west and took the Route 40 leg off of the Y bridge. 

Shane got back on the phone and called Mel’s duty cell.

“Sheriff,” he said when she answered, “looks like her deliveries are done. We’re on 40, headed west out of downtown.”

“Copy. She’s going to meet up with her supplier, if she holds true to pattern. I’ll put your backup in motion. We want them both.”

“Roger Sheriff.”

Erin Voll crossed under Interstate and quickly moved over to the far right lane. She turned right on a commercial road that ran between an Exxon station and a McDonalds. Shane followed as closely behind her as he dared.

When she turned right again, just past the fuel pumps, Shane feared she was headed to the Super 8 motel located behind the station but then she pulled into a parking slot across from the drive-thru for the A & W restaurant that was attached to it. He breathed a sigh of relief as he pulled his unmarked seized Chevy into another slot along the front of the station.

Voll walked across the drive-thru lane and went in through the restaurant door. Shane quickly radioed his location so Gates could find him if need be and then entered the building through the station, turned left and walked slowly toward the restaurant, watching his quarry. 

She looked around at the fairly busy eatery and then pulled her cell phone out of her purse and looked at the face of it, checking the time. Shrugging, she got in line to order at the counter. Shane followed and tried to appear uninterested as she texted on her phone. Instead, he watched the door on the side where she’d parked. She glanced at it occasionally too until it was her turn to order.

As she told the cashier what she wanted, a leather-jacketed male appeared at her side. Shane started almost imperceptibly. He hadn’t seen the other man coming. 

The man ordered for himself on her tab and then waited while she paid the bill. As soon as it was offered, he grabbed his cup and moved off to the root beer dispenser without waiting for her. She moved down the counter and waited for their food while Shane stepped to the register to order.

When his order came up before theirs, he loitered at the condiment station a little longer than necessary while he hoped Floyd Donaldson, the man he was sure had appeared, would take a seat. 

Floyd finally did move toward a table but he took one with no empty tables adjacent to it. Shane had to settle for a spot a couple of tables away from them. He had a good visual of the couple but no way to hear their conversation. He doubted he would have been able to anyway in the crowded venue.

Taking out his duty cell, he tapped out a quick message to Mel. 

––––––––

At A&W. Visual, no audio. Standby.

––––––––

He hoped she’d understand and pass his message to Gates who was probably within a minute or two of pulling into the lot in his marked cruiser. 

The couple ate quickly and didn’t appear to be talking much. Shane followed suit. He wanted to be ready to act if they got up to leave and take care of the money and drug exchange elsewhere.

Ten minutes after his text to Mel, when the couple both rose and started to collect the remnants of their lunch, a quick scan out the windows along the front and side showed him no visible sign of any overt police presence outside. He waited until they were both out the door before rising himself and going out the same way.

They got into separate cars, both parked opposite of the drive-thru. Shane hadn’t seen a pass off so he was torn about who to follow with them now leaving. He sauntered toward the same lot himself as first Donaldson, and then Voll backed out. Instead of turning right to go back toward Route 40, one followed the other out of the left side of the lot.

Shane started to panic. While he pretended to be headed toward another car parked further behind the spots they’d occupied, they were driving away. He prayed they’d continue over to the Super 8. That would give him time to work out an alternate plan.

As he stepped up to an unfamiliar car and pretended to fumble for his keys, he glanced around to see them turning left again to leave out of the back of the lot. 

He snatched his phone out of his jacket pocket and speed dialed Mel. 

“I’m losing them. Two cars, turning east on National Road behind Super 8!”

“Gate’s is in the vicinity,” Mel responded.

“No pass yet. Tell him to keep his distance and keep me posted. I’ll be mobile in two.”

He hung up and, as soon as the two vehicles were out of his line of vision, he turned away from the car he’d been standing beside and bolted for his own. 

While cranking on the under dash radio, he squealed out of the little lot and turned onto National Road himself.

“Twelve, what’s your twenty?” he queried his back-up. 

“Twelve; Sand and Gravel. Have a visual. Headed northeast.”

Shane passed the main entrance to the sand, gravel and mulch distributor and continued east. Just before the road curved to go more north and become Reihl Road, he spotted Gates in his cruiser, hidden partially behind a parked dump truck at the east side exit. He was in the perfect position to move out quickly but to anyone that might notice him, he looked like he was positioned to clock speeders. That made Shane grin.

Harding rounded the sweeping curve of the road that he knew ended a mile away in a self-sufficient West Zanesville township. He almost missed catching the glint of light off of Erin Voll’s silver Ford [ ] as it approached the top of the long drive to a deep set cemetery. 

“Twelve; it’s about to go down in the cemetery off to the left, just around the bend to your east.”

“Roger. En-route.”

Shane whipped the Chevy around in a nicely paved driveway a couple of houses up from the cemetery entrance and went back the way he’d come. He turned right and zoomed up the fine gravel driveway that led to the final resting places of a few hundred of Zanesville’s former citizens. As he crested the top of the low hill, a glance in his rear view mirror told him Gates had turned onto the access road and was seconds behind him.

Erin Voll and Floyd Donaldson had gone counter clockwise around the looped drive and were parked to the left, facing back toward the single entrance and exit drive. They were both out of their cars and looked his way. 

Instead of going around to the right as the circle was marked, Harding made a hard left and drove straight toward the front end of Donaldson’s car. 

The gangbanger was momentarily startled and stood frozen but then he jumped away off the gravel drive as Shane slid to a stop. 

Erin ran for her car, dropping a handful of money to the ground in the process. Donaldson pulled a gun out of his waistband and took a wild shot at the front end of the Chevy as he back peddled away. 

With Gates coming up right behind him, Shane jumped out and, using his door as a shield, leveled his own service weapon at the gangbanger. 

“Drop it!” Gates voice boomed over his loudspeaker as he brought his cruiser to a skidding stop alongside the Chevy. 

Floyd Donaldson started to level the gun to fire again but, still moving backwards, he tripped over a low tombstone in the first row and fell back, dropping the gun as he tried to catch himself. 

“Don’t move!” Shane ordered Erin. “Stay right where you are!”  

––––––––

As Gates wrestled Donaldson into the back of his cruiser, a cuffed Erin, now leaning against Shane’s unmarked called out to her lover, “Don’t worry, they’ve got nothing on you! It’s Victor who’s going to fry.”

“Just keep your damn mouth shut!” He called back to her as Gates unceremoniously assisted him into the vehicle. 

###

Mel

12:42 PM, Saturday February 14th

Interrogation

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

––––––––

“Just call my grandfather! If you won’t let me call him, you call him! He’ll get me an attorney who will prove you’ve got nothing on me!”

I watched through the one-way glass as Shane tried to interrogate Erin Voll. She’d given him nothing but grief but my gut feeling was, if Dana had gone and given Warren Brietland her report, Voll had better start talking to save her own skin or start demanding to call her father instead of her grandfather. Grandpa wasn’t going to be inclined to save her.

Ducking my head through the door, I said, “Detective, a word.” Shane told Voll to sit tight and stepped out, closing and latching the door behind him. 

“She’s all but demanded a lawyer. You’re not going to get much further with her right now.”

“You want me to go and start working on Donaldson, Sheriff?”

“Not yet. Let him cool his heels a while longer and wonder what she’s telling us. Why don’t you go down and see what the techs have found in his car?” Erin Voll had dropped several hundred dollars at the bust when Shane and Gates had shown up but she didn’t have any drugs on her person and it didn’t appear Floyd Donaldson had made a supply pass to her yet. That’s the problem with having to work on the fly...

Gates found a small amount of what appeared to be cocaine on Donaldson when he patted him down. It wasn’t enough to hang possession with intent to distribute charges on him. We needed more.

###

1:13 PM, Saturday February 14th

––––––––

“He rolled out of the attached garage in a Lincoln Navigator about five minutes ago Sheriff. We’re headed southwest on Darlington now,” Treadway reported.

Hmm, nice neighborhood... “Keep me posted.”

“Roger, out.”

1:19 PM

––––––––

“Sheriff, Dispatch just issued a call that there’s a body on one of the ranges at the gun club on Moxhala Ridge. I’m about 30 seconds ETA from there. Do you want me to divert?” 

When it rains, it pours. “You’re still following our suspect?”

“Affirmative,” he replied.

That was Joe Treadway. Always formal.

“No; Dispatch can roll someone else and call the coroner. We need this guy. Stay on him.”

“Well looky there,” Treadway all but exclaimed. “Guess who just turned down the access road back to the gun club?”

“Be careful back in there, Joe. It’s back out of the way of everything else in the county for a reason.”

Chapter 21 – Anointed

Victor Voll

1:47 PM, Saturday February 12th

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

“This is it? This is just fuckin’ sorry.” I waved a hand at the five men assembled in the room. 

“Yeah Chief. Most of the members are in the county lockup or in Zanesville custody for one reason or another.” Rat Tail looked pointedly at Juice. 

“Ain’t much of a club left to take over.” Disgusted, I shook my head.

“Where’s Traveler? He still in the running?” one of the two foot soldiers present asked. I couldn’t even remember the dumb fucks’ name. 

“No he ain’t in the running. He’s gone...for good. If you’re a smart one, you’ll throw in with this guy right here.” I pointed at Rat Tail. “He’s the only one that managed to pull off any shit that didn’t get him or most of the rest of the club nailed. He’s the Chief now...of what’s left of this sorry ass group.”

Major Foote smiled. “It’ll be big again. Recruiting for new blood begins today gentlemen.”

The sounds of wood cracking and splintering pierced the air. I drew my piece and spat as Juice and the two newbies Rat Tail had just inherited hit the floor. I wasn’t about to go down without a fight.

A Sheriff’s Deputy entered the room his pistol held skyward; too high to get a shot at me before I took him out. I leveled my already raised pistol at his face but the sound of glass shattering to my right had me spinning toward a dusty old window instead. A shotgun was pointed through the broken pane at my own face.

“Having a chapter meeting without me?” Sheriff Crane asked as she entered the club room behind her deputy.

###

Mel

2:50 PM, Saturday, February 14th

Muskingum County Sheriff’s Department

––––––––

I personally paraded Victor Voll through the squad bay in handcuffs. By a lucky stroke of fate, Erin Voll was seated, cuffed, next to Shane’s desk as we walked through. I shot Shane a ‘what’s up look as the spouses glared at each other. He tipped his head toward his phone and then, rolled his eyes. 

Young Mrs. Voll isn’t getting any cooperation from the people she hopes will save her sorry ass... It took all I had not to smile at her. 

Thinking fast as I headed toward the open door of interview room one, I asked Shane over my shoulder, Where’s Donaldson?” 

“Two,” Shane called back to me.

“Get him out here too.” I pointed to an empty bench seat we used occasionally for suspects that was a good thirty feet from where Erin Voll was currently sitting.

Once I was sure the elder Voll was comfy in a room – as comfy as he could be cuffed to the leg of a table that was bolted to the floor, I locked him inside and went back out to the bay just as one of my deputies was bringing Donaldson out of room two.

Joe Treadway was coming through with Major Foote. “Put him in two,” I told him.”

Back at Shane’s desk, a curious Erin Voll was all eyes on Donaldson. Ignoring her for the moment, I instead pointed at Janet’s desk, “Mason?”

“She’s still out on that Moxhala call.”

“Any word?” 

He nodded. “Biker; shot. Had ID on him.”

“Is that right?” I jerked a thumb back toward the interview rooms. “We confiscated pistols from both of those two and one of the other three losers we just collared. If Kreskie gets a bullet out of him, I’ll bet you a Coke, one of those three shot him.”

I grinned at the wide eyed Erin as Shane replied back, “No deal. That’s a sucker bet.” 

Talking to Shane but looking back and forth between Voll and Donaldson, I said, “Well I’d bet that Foote took out a rival for her hubbies job,” I smiled again at Erin, “but I’ll bet you’re going to be very glad to be in police custody when hubby finds out that you two were plotting to murder him. He probably won’t be very happy at all when he hears that.”

Erin Voll had the nerve to smile sweetly. “I’m not worried about him anymore,” she told us. “I have Conal now.”

“You mean Floyd Donaldson over there?” I pointed at the sullen man chained to the bench, trying to stare me down.

“His name’s Conal Floyd,” she informed me.

Donaldson couldn’t stay out of the conversation. It was his turn to smile as he ground out through his teeth, “It’s Preacher, bitch, and all you got was laid. I don’t want you around anymore than he’s going to want you when he finds out what you’ve been up to.”

Erin’s smug look turned to shock.

“Poor you,” I told the conniving young woman. “No man, no drugs, no trust fund money either and you’re going to jail to boot. Ain’t that a kick in the teeth?”

Chapter 22 – Date Night






Dana

12:05 PM, that Same Day

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

I decided to take matters into my own hands. I wanted a romantic evening just for the two of us as much as Mel did and she was working way too hard to pull anything off herself; anyone with sense could see that. The stress of one more thing on her plate and our mother’s both hounding her about it was something she just didn’t need. 

Putting my talent for scheming and plotting to better use, I started planning out a date night for us at home.  I searched the kitchen and found most of what I needed to make chicken cacciatore, the dish that had Mel swooning the first time I’d made it for her. 

“Come on Boo,” I called to her. “We’re going for a little walk.” I hooked her to her leash and we headed over to the store so I could pick up some fresh mushrooms. Canned just won’t do for a fancy feast!

It was warm for February and, since it was lunchtime on Saturday, people were out and about in the village. I looped Boo’s leash around the awning post at the front of the store where she was happy to entertain the two Mennonite children waiting patiently for their mother, whom I could see inside, talking with my dad at the counter. 

Mama wasn’t in view when I went in and I hoped that meant she was working on getting her nail salon ready to open and I could avoid her questions but my dad’s “Hi there Dana” brought her right out of the little store office. 

“Sweetie, what brings you in? I thought you and Mel would be off on some grand adventure today.” 

“Mel’s at work Mama.”

“On Saturday? Again? But, it’s Valentine’s Day.”

“You and Dad are working on Valentine’s Day,” I pointed out.

She waved me off. “That’s different.”

I didn’t see the difference but I really didn’t want to argue. “She’ll be home in a little while.” I changed the subject, “I need some fresh mushrooms. Please tell me you have some.”

“Of course, but why? Are you cooking? Aren’t you two going out tonight somewhere special?”

“Mama, please. Since Mel has to work, I’m making a special dinner for us tonight. I want to do this for her. We decided to take a weekend away together a little later when we can plan it all out properly.”

She nodded. “I see. Well, I suppose that’s something.”

Even though I was frustrated, I held my temper. “It’s just fine. Everything’s fine, really. Now, about those mushrooms?”

“In the cooler case. I got some nice portabellas in yesterday, as a matter of fact.”

“No, no. Just the regular buttons for slicing.”

“You’re making cacciatore, aren’t you?”

I smiled.

His customer gone, Dad jumped into the conversation too. “Oh, Mel’s going to love that. I know I do!”

“We’re not invited Marco. It’s for Mel,” Mama told him sternly. He stuck his lower lip out and pretended to pout.

“Mel does love it and, don’t worry; I have plenty of chicken. I’ll make enough for you to have some...tomorrow.” He smiled and all but skipped back to the counter as another customer came in.

Mama followed me over to the produce case. “Do you have candles?” she asked.

“What?”

“Candles, you know; for romance.”

Wrinkling my nose, I told her, “I don’t think Mel’s really the candle type.”

“Baloney. She’s all about fire: the fireplace, the fire pit, the barbecue pit...” 

When I didn’t respond right away because I was thinking about how I could work the fireplace into my evening plans, she continued, “When I was decorating your place, I got a few tea light holders and I’m pretty sure you have candlestick holders up on a shelf in the pantry. I have tea lights and candles.”

“Fine, Mama. Just add them to my bill.”

“No charge. Consider it my contribution. Now, what are you making for dessert?”

As I looked at the baked goods racks, I replied, “I was hoping you’d gotten in some good stuff from Amoretto’s that I could just doctor a bit.”

“We did; yesterday. They did a whole Valentine’s line of pastries. They sold out of here like hotcakes.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle at the analogy. Still, that left me momentarily stumped. I walked around the grocery shelf that divided the store into two fairly long aisles. There was no cherry pie filling; only blueberry, which I knew Mel didn’t care for. I asked Mama if she had any cherry in the back.

“No ma’am,” she said. “Sold the last one this morning. You’re a day late and a dollar short.”

“Never mind then, I’ll think of something. I’ve got to get going. Boo’s outside waiting.”

––––––––

When we got home, I called Hannah and was happy when she answered the phone.

“It’s Dana,” I told her. “I hope I’m not interrupting you at work?”

“No,” she said. “I only work on Saturday’s once in a while. We did all the big baking for today already.”

“Bet you had a busy week! Are you and Jamie doing anything special tonight?”

“Ya, later,” she told me, her German accent seeping out. “She’s working until 6:00 though. What about you and Mel?”

“That’s just it. Mel’s working too and I don’t know exactly when she’ll be home so I’m making something that will just get better the longer it simmers.”

“Good plan.”

“I’m a little stuck for a good dessert though. That’s why I called. If tell you what sorts of things I have on hand here or that I can get at the village store, can you help me figure something out? There just isn’t time for me to run into Zanesville and pick up anything else up.”

Hannah laughed at my off the wall idea but she agreed to play along. We spent the next few minutes going back and forth over recipes ideas and ingredients.

“I’ve got it,” she said, “and Mel’s going to love it. In fact, so will Jamie. How about I come down there and we make enough for all of us together? I’ll pick up what you don’t have here in Zanesville.”

“You don’t need to go to all that trouble.”

“It’s no trouble. It’ll be fun.”

––––––––

Hannah showed up an hour later with white chocolate, good cocoa and strawberries. We got right to work making up what she called red velvet molten lava cakes. 

“Sweetie, these look amazing.” I said to her when we were nearly done and then I hugged her. “I’ve seen them all chocolate before but never red velvet. Great idea; thank you so much!”

“My pleasure,” she told me shyly. 

Her muted response reminded me of the Hannah of old, right after she’d left the Amish order. I’d hugged her before, but I was afraid I’d somehow overstepped my bounds this time. Stepping back, I told her, “I’m sorry. Is something wrong?”

“Just a friend on my mind, is all.”

“Anything I can do to help?”

She shook her head no. “Not really. She’s just struggling right now with...with everything. You and Mel are so happy and me and Jamie too and...”

“And you want the same for her.”

This time, she nodded.

“You have a big heart Ms. Hannah. Listen, if you need me, call me. And,” I said as I crossed to the dry sink where I’d tossed my wallet, “I’m going to give you a little something for coming all the way down here to help me today and buying half the stuff we needed to do this to boot.”

She started to protest but I raised a hand to stop her.

“I want to do this.” I took out fifty dollars, nearly all I had in cash, and moved to hand it to her. “You use this money tonight on a nice evening out with Jamie or you take your friend out with it.” I gently took hold of her right hand and pressed the money into it.

“Thank you,” she replied with a slight smile.

###

Mel

5:52 PM, Saturday, October 14th

Morelville, Ohio

––––––––

“I don’t know what you’re making but it smells so good, I could smell it out in the driveway,” I told Dana as I trooped into the house, finally at the end of the longest week in my life.

The table was set with the good china someone had given us as a wedding present that we’d never taken out of the box and there were candles waiting to be lit. Dana was barefoot but back in the blue dress she’d worn what seemed like ages ago for the dinner that never was at Adornetto’s. 

“These are for you. Best I could do so late in the day. I’m sorry baby.” A little embarrassed, I offered up the bouquet of red and pink carnations I’d been able to come up with in my last minute attempt to do something romantic for her.

“Don’t you be sorry. I love them and I love that you got them for me.” She stood on her toes and bussed my lips with a kiss. “Go get out of that uniform and into something comfortable but don’t take too long. Dinner’s ready.”

––––––––

“Everything’s all wrapped up,” I told Dana as we ate. “All of the main players are now in holding somewhere and will be there until at least Monday before they’re arraigned.”

“So no more work for you this weekend?”

“No more work for me and, I don’t want to talk about work anymore this weekend but we do need to talk about your future; writing or security and investigations? Both? What do you need to get set up if you decide to go into business for yourself after all?”

Dana put up a hand to stop the thoughts spilling from me. “Babe, there’ll be time for lots of talk about all of that later. I don’t really want to talk about work right now either.” 

“Okay. I love you, you know.”

She smiled brightly. “I love you too.”

When we were nearly finished, I asked in my best hopeful sounding voice, “Is there dessert?”

“Of course there’s dessert,” she said. “Why don’t you take our wine, go into the family room and lay in a fire? I’ll just do a quick clean-up out here while dessert warms up just a little and I’ll be in.”

“Deal!” I got up, picked up our glasses and the wine bottle and sauntered off to the family room to make fire. Boo, who’d sat patiently waiting for any sort of scrap from the table at all, started to follow me but, when she realized her mama was staying in the kitchen, she did an energetic about face and went right back in there.

After I got the fire going, I contemplated setting us up comfortably on the floor but I knew Boo wouldn’t let us relax as long as we had food and there was, after all, dessert to think about. I poured us each a little more wine and set them on the end table by the couch instead and then took a poker to my little blaze to adjust things just a bit.

The terrier bolted into the room and over to me. I turned to see Dana standing just inside the doorway with two plates of the best looking little cakes I’d ever seen on a plate. She hand one to me when she reached me and then we took seats. 

I marveled at what I had in my hand. “This looks too good to eat. Is it red velvet?”

“Well if you don’t eat it, I will!” she said as she nodded in answer to my question. 

I quickly cut into it with my fork. The liquid center oozed out. The taste was beyond amazing. “Babe,” I started, “this is unreal. How did you make these?”

“It wasn’t hard but, I admit, I had a little help. It was actually Hannah’s idea. She came down and we made them together.”

“Well, my compliments to both chefs.”

––––––––

Boo cooperated and let us have a little peace once we moved to snuggle on the floor after dessert. She went to her own pillow closer to the flames.

Dana got down carefully in her dress. As I lay down beside her, I took a deep breath and relaxed into her. 

The fire was hot and so was my wife. The combination was working to finally melt my stress away. I just held her for several long minutes and tried to blank my mind of anything but her. I stretched as she kneaded a shoulder and the base of my neck with strong fingers. I rubbed her lower back in return but soon was lost in the taste of her lips as she caught mine with a kiss. 

We spent several long minutes kissing, lost in each other until I felt her shiver against me.

“Cold? The fire’s died down a lot.”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Sure you will...in the bedroom where I can get you out of that beautiful dress and get you all warmed up in other ways.” I raised an eyebrow at her.

We took our little celebration to our room. For good measure, I moved Boo’s bed she rarely used, outside the bedroom door. I didn’t want her crawling in with us just yet...

###

Dana

I

slipped my arms around Mel at the same time that she was reaching for me and we embraced. The warmth of her skin on mine, our breasts pressed together...I felt like this was where I had always belonged. We kissed again.

With my eyes closed I opened my mouth and felt Mel's tongue flicker against my lower lip. I opened my mouth wider inviting her in. Her mouth and tongue were so very soft and it felt like she was massaging the inside of my mouth as she began to tentatively explore. I softly stroked her tongue with my own. Our kiss deepened as our tongues continued to tease and caress and soon her hands were running up and down my back. She cupped both cheeks of my ass and pulled me in tighter. I moaned.

She pulled out of our kiss and took her time as she licked the length of me making me shudder and a moan. Back moments later for another kiss, she pulled out another groan from me. She didn’t linger long with her kiss this time. Instead, soon her tongue was swirling inside me, licking deeply. Her tongue worked hard, tasting my depths, providing delicious pleasure.

"Oh god, it's so good," I moaned. "So good."

Mel didn’t stop. Instead, she stepped up her game. Her hands found my ass again and grabbed it, lifting it, exposing even more of me to her mouth. She began tonguing me deeper, more insistently, not relenting for a second. A hand snaked up to caress my breasts. She made eye contact with me and grinned when she got to see the effect she was having on me. 

When she had me groaning even more loudly and often than before, she removed her tongue from my folds and clamped her lips around the hard bud of my clit. She licked, sucked and kissed it insistently.

“Yes," I exclaimed as I felt the jolting electricity of her tongue and teeth. 

Just when I thought I couldn’t take any more, her fingers found my opening and she began stroking me gently. Trying to urge her to quicken the pace, I bucked harder. 

Completely in tune, Mel quickened the pace of her thrusts and her oral efforts and I bucked even harder in pleasure. She hung on. 

It was torture as she varied the pace, giving me stretches of intense fucking followed by slower thrusts. I wasn’t content to take that passively and I met her slower thrusts with harder bucks.

"Come on, fuck me," I urged her. She finally complied. She took the nub of my clit between her lips and applied gentle sucking pressure as her fingers fucked me deeply.

"Come on," she said back to me. “Cum for me baby, cum for me." 

I came. Hard. I could feel myself coating her hand as I rode my orgasm all the way through. I gripped her tight to me then shuddered in pleasure and shock as she replaced her fingers with her tongue as my orgasm coursed through me and kept me bucking. 

Finally spent, I lay back, chest heaving. Mel reclined beside me as she rubbed a hand lazily over my stomach.

I turned to face her and caught her eye. “Don’t get too comfortable over there,” I told her. “You’re next.”

––––––––

A long time later, as I drifted off to sleep, I felt Mel stirring behind me. She had an arm slung possessively over my side; her soft breasts pressed against my back. She exhaled and I could feel her warm breath against my neck. She mumbled something, nuzzled closer to me, and became still again.
Epilogue




Mel




––––––––

Some time, well after midnight, Boo started barking from somewhere else in the house. I sat up and tried to look around in the darkness. At my movement, Dana woke up. 

“What’s wrong?” she asked, her voice rasping from sleep. 

“I left Boo outside the door when we came to bed. She’s kicking up a fuss in the kitchen, it sounds like.”

I got out of bed and, thinking there might be someone or something outside that had her riled, I quickly threw on sweats and a t-shirt. 

It wasn’t until I got half way to the kitchen, and Boo charged to meet up with me, that I heard a knock on the door. As I drew closer, I heard a female voice say, “I don’t think they’re here.” Then it was quiet. 

Boo was right at my feet as I reached for the deadbolt. Just as a clicked it backwards, a wail cracked through the stillness of the night beyond the door. A baby began to cry.

I yanked the door open but looked over my shoulder first when I heard a noise beyond the entry arch into the kitchen.  Dana was up too.

Turning back, I realized it was Hannah Yoder on our doorstep with her girlfriend Jamie right behind her. In my shock to see them there at such a late hour, I almost forgot to let them in until Dana asked who it was. 

“Hannah and Jamie,” I said and, as I looked beyond them, “and another woman with a baby.”

“Are you going to let them in? It’s cold.”

I opened the screen and stepped aside, motioning for them to enter.

“Hannah, what’s wrong?” Dana asked her.

“I’m so sorry for waking you but we didn’t know where else to go and I knew Mel would know what to do.”

“What’s going on?” I asked her.

“This is Katie, a friend of ours.”  Hannah nodded toward the third young woman. “She’s in trouble and her and her baby have no place else that’s safe to go.”

Classic Chicken Cacciatore

Ingredients

	3- to 3 1/2-lb cut-up whole chicken 

	½ cup all-purpose flour 

	¼ cup vegetable oil

	1 medium green bell pepper

	2 medium onions 

	1 can (14.5 oz) diced tomatoes, undrained

	1 can (8 oz) tomato sauce

	1 cup sliced fresh mushrooms (3 oz) 

	1 ½ teaspoons chopped fresh or 1/2 teaspoon dried oregano leaves

	1 teaspoon chopped fresh or 1/4 teaspoon dried basil leaves

	½ teaspoon salt

	2 cloves garlic, finely chopped

	Grated Parmesan cheese, if desired 


Directions

	Coat chicken with flour. In 12-inch skillet, heat oil over medium-high heat. Cook chicken in oil 15 to 20 minutes or until brown on all sides; drain.

	Cut bell pepper and onions crosswise in half; cut each half into fourths.

	. Stir bell pepper, onions and remaining ingredients except cheese into chicken in skillet. Heat to boiling; reduce heat. Cover and simmer 30 to 40 minutes or until juice of chicken is clear when thickest part is cut to bone (170°F for breasts; 180°F for thighs and legs). Serve with cheese.


Red Velvet Molten Lava Cake

[image: image]

Recipe as adapted from the ‘Red Velvet Lover’s Cookbook’ by Deborah Harroun and photograph from Spache the Spatchula who hold all rights to said visual content.

Ingredients:

	8 tbsp (1 stick) unsalted butter

	4 ounces’ white chocolate

	1 cup confectioners' sugar

	2 large eggs

	2 large egg yolks

	1 tbsp red liquid food coloring

	2 tbsp natural unsweetened cocoa powder

	6 tbsp all-purpose flour

	confectioner's sugar, for dusting

	melted dark or semi-sweet chocolate, to decorate (optional)

	raspberries or sliced strawberries, for serving


Directions:

	Set a rack in the center position and preheat the oven to 450 degrees. Spray 4 6-ounce ramekins with nonstick cooking spray.

	Melt the butter and white chocolate in the top of a double boiler, stirring until smooth. When completely melted, stir in the confectioners' sugar. (I melted my white chocolate and butter in the microwave in bursts of 15 seconds.)

	Lightly whisk the eggs and egg yolks in a large bowl. Stir in the red food coloring and melted chocolate mixture.

	Whisk the cocoa and flour in a small bowl to combine. Add to the batter and stir until just combined.

	Divide the batter evenly among the ramekins. Place the ramekins on a baking sheet and bake until the sides of the cake are set but the centers are still soft, 14 to 15 minutes. Let the cakes rest for 2 minutes, then invert them onto dessert plates.

	Serve the cakes immediately, dusted with confectioners’ sugar and with berries on the side. (fresh raspberries or strawberries.)
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Also Written by the Author

[image: image]Broken Women – Anne’s first romance novel

Can two women, unlucky in love, find solace in each other?

Where do you go when you lose everything? Who do you turn to next when nobody seems to want you for more than a causal fling?

When death unexpectedly takes the love of your life, the best you can do is to try to cope and to hold on to the good memories. When your beloved’s family takes everything else you have, hope is all that’s left...if you can hang on to that.

You’ve been smitten more than once. You’ve even been in love a time or two. The trouble is, your feelings are always only yours. Cupid’s arrow always fails to land.

Can two love weary people, from different worlds, find strength together? Can they find more and even a happily ever after?

Fans of the Morelville Mysteries mystery/romance series may recognize these two characters, who played supporting roles in those books but this novel stands alone.

––––––––

[image: image]Relic: The Morelville Mysteries – Book 1 – The first Dana and Sheriff Mel mystery and the first book in the Morelville saga. It is widely available as a free download wherever eBooks are sold. Please click the link above which will take you to Anne’s site where you can obtain a link to get the book. 

Cases collide for two star crossed ladies of law enforcement...

Customs Special Agent Dana Rossi was forced to start her life anew after a bad breakup with her former girlfriend and the loss of job that she loved. These days, she spends life on the road, moving from one case to another until one day when runs run right into the path of Sheriff Mel Crane. The feisty, sexy butch cop is as determined to uncover a counterfeiting ring in her county as Agent Rossi becomes to stop a stalker obsessed with Mel and hot for her company. Dana is under the added pressure of conducting an undercover investigation of her own with a tight deadline: finding and then stopping a ring of smugglers bringing high end designer knock-offs into the states. 

Could their cases be related? When repeated vicious attacks on Mel and on her home accelerate the danger for her and also their attraction to each other, they become desperate to find the truth and solve the two mysteries. Can they find a way to work together to resolve both cases while coming to terms with their growing feelings for one another? Can Dana move beyond her jilted lover past and find true happiness with a small-town Sheriff?

––––––––

[image: image]Busy Bees: The Morelville Mysteries – Book 2 

Romance and Murder Mix in the Latest Story Featuring Sheriff Mel Crane and Special Agent Dana Rossi!

Customs Special Agent Dana Rossi is down but not out after being shot and seriously injured during her previous assignment. Will romance blossom or will sparks fly when she agrees to shack up in Morelville with the beautiful butch Sheriff Melissa ‘Mel’ Crane and her extended family while she recovers?

Will murder get in the way of love? If murder doesn’t, will life in a house with children or a political campaign keep them apart? Can Mel solve two major crimes and keep her former job on the road loving girlfriend happy in a tiny town?

[image: image]Dana’s Dilemma: The Morelville Mysteries – Book 3 – The relationship matures between Mel and Dana in an installment that features a breaking Amish character, an ex-girlfriend, a conniving politician and murder.

Elections and Old Loves Combine with Deadly Results in the Newest Romantic Mystery Featuring Sheriff Mel Crane and Special Agent Dana Rossi!

What happens when Mel runs for Sheriff, an Amish girl runs away from home and Dana runs – er, limps - for cover? Can anything else possibly go wrong for these two ladies of law enforcement? Sure it can and it will!

Can the two sometimes lovers work it all out once and for all and finally have a happy life together or will more crime, murder and mayhem get in the way? 

––––––––

[image: image]Hitched and Tied: The Morelville Mysteries – Book 4 

Mel and Dana attempt to bring their growing romantic relationship full circle but family, duty and family duties all conspire to get in the way. 

A victim with close ties to the Cranes escapes a deadly assault with his life only to die from his injuries minutes later. Mel has few clues to find the fighter turned murderer and the further she goes with her investigation, the more the situation deteriorates. Meanwhile, Dana’s trying to plan their wedding but the family is resisting both her efforts and the wishes of the couple while focusing more on her sister and her traditional relationship. 

Family angst, violent crime and more than a few Holstein steers abound as Dana and Mel fight against the odds to solve Mel’s case and find their own happily ever after.

––––––––

[image: image]Viva Mama Rossi!: The Morelville Mysteries – Book 5 – The 5th tale in the Morelville Mysteries and the book that gives fans a full introduction to future Morelville Cozies series sleuths Faye Crane (Mel’s mom) and Chloe Rossi (Dana’s Mama). The two series stand-alone but they’re certainly better together. For just the back story on Faye and Chloe and how they came to team up to solve mysteries, Viva Mama Rossi! is a quick and entertaining read. The synopsis:

A delayed honeymoon getaway takes a deadly turn for newlyweds Mel and Dana; meanwhile, two meddling mothers won't let sleeping fisherman lie in the latest Morelville Mystery.

Does an unsolved shooting death far away from Morelville have local ties? Did a fisherman really drown or was there something more sinister afloat?

All Mel and Dana wanted was to enjoy a nice, relaxing honeymoon in the Smokey Mountains, away from the strains of life in the public eye. Instead, they end up involved in a case local law enforcement has completely written off. Things are no better back home where their own mothers are stirring up an all new hornets’ nest that they think Mel and her own department have written off.

If there is going to be any rest for anyone, something is going to have to break in one case or the other...

––––––––

[image: image]A Crane Christmas: The Morelville Mysteries – Book 6

Is it the Christmas season or the ‘silly season’?

All Sheriff Mel wants to do is close out the year and spend a joyful first Christmas with Dana and with their extended families. She’s even hired a new detective, Janet Mason, to ease some of the workload for her and her only other detective, Shane Harding. Things were shaping up great for her and Dana for a relaxing holiday season. Too bad it just wasn’t meant to be...

The local criminals want it all too and a string of burglaries in high class county enclaves have Mel and both of her detectives stymied. Throw in a bunch of disappearing dogs, some designer sheep, a lonely woman and an unsolved murder case, and the good guys are at their wits end. Meanwhile, back in tiny little Morelville, things aren’t much better; the village is buzzing over Dana’s family taking over the store but Dana herself isn’t so sure that’s a good thing.

Can Mel and her team resolve everything before Christmas dinner comes out of the oven? Will Janet Mason fit in at all? Will Dana find a balance between work and family that works for her in time to enjoy her first Christmas with Mel?

––––––––

[image: image]Mad for Mel: The Morelville Mysteries – Book 7 

Rival gangs will stop at nothing to gain sole control of the drug trade in Muskingum County and they’ve picked Valentine’s week to create a firestorm of murder and mayhem as they battle each other for supremacy.

Sheriff Mel Crane is blindsided by looting, murdering and marauding bikers at a time of year when most Harley’s are tucked safely away from the effects of Ohio winters that come rife with snow and ice. They’re rolling out, they’re out of control and she can’t stop them. On the home front, she’s feeling guilty about spending so much time working and hardly any time with Dana, especially when she knows Valentine’s Day is right around the corner...or so her mother-in-law keeps reminding her.

Dana just wants Mel to be safe; she has her own problems to worry about. Her attempt at novel writing isn’t going as well as she hoped and she’s bored. She got a little taste of what it was like to be an investigator again and she misses it. What to do? 

––––––––

[image: image]Hannah’s Hope: The Morelville Mysteries – Book 8

A young mother with a troubled past seeks help from Mel and Dana but is their effort to assist her too little, too late?

Hannah Yoder appears on Dana and Mel’s doorstep late one night with her teenage friend Katie and Katie’s newborn baby in tow telling the couple the girl and child are in trouble and have no place else to go. Dana and Mel offer refuge for the night and a firm promise to talk about the future. Plans are barely made when first one mysterious tragedy strikes and then another leaving Mel, Dana, Hannah and the Crane and Rossi families with few clues and little hope. 

Mel knows there’s a killer out there; she just doesn’t know where to start looking. She’s stonewalled at every turn and running out of time. Somebody knows something that will unlock the mysteries swirling all around, but who?

––––––––

[image: image]The Passed Prop: The Morelville Cozies – Book 1 – The first book in the Morelville Cozies series featuring meddling mother sleuths Faye Crane and Chloe Rossi.

Chloe Rossi wants to retire with her husband and move away from suburban sprawl to bucolic Morelville; the only trouble is, Morelville is experiencing its worst crime wave ever and Marco Rossi wants no part of a move there. What to do?

Faye Crane would like nothing more than to have her good friend Chloe move closer to her and to Chloe’s own daughter. She’s got Chloe convinced it’s a smart move but Marco is a tougher nut to crack. A string of brutal crimes around Halloween with no witnesses and little evidence to work with has her own Sheriff daughter and her entire department stymied. Marco is second guessing even taking his retirement since Sheriff Mel can’t get a handle on it all and bring peace and well-being back to the tiny village.

Someone has to root out a killer. Can Faye and Chloe nose around and figure out what the police can’t to solve the crime? If they do, will Marco still waver or will he consent to move?

This is the first book in a spin off series from the Morelville Mysteries series by Anne Hagan. The book stands alone but, if you’re interested in getting all of the Crane and Rossi families back story, you should check out the fifth book in the first series, Viva Mama Rossi!.

––––––––

[image: image]Opera House Ops: The Morelville Cozies – Book 2 

Murder and other sinister goings-on at a vacant 1800’s era opera house in Morelville and a modern-day property developer that wants to raze the historic building for his own gain have the residents of the village all tied up in knots and Faye Crane trying to play savior to history.

Faye Crane and Chloe Rossi are back in the latest Morelville cozy mystery. This time, sinister goings-on including the discovery of a dead body at a vacant late 1800’s era opera house in Morelville have the residents of the village all tied up in knots. When what first appears to be an accident turns out to be murder, the duo of meddling mothers quickly gets enmeshed in another round of crime solving. It doesn’t help that, everywhere they turn, a property hungry developer with more money than sense, wants the land the building sits on and he’ll seemingly stop at nothing to get it.

Is there really another killer in their midst? Is the same person responsible for all of the strange occurrences? What will it take to make the crimes stop, make a developer go away and to save the historical building for future generations?

Originally released as a serial mystery in ten episodes, this latest cozy crime drama from the Morelville Cozies series goes great together with Book 1 of the series, The Passed Prop. To get all of the Crane and Rossi families back story, you should check out that book but this book can also be read as a stand-alone mystery. 

~~~

Three multi-eBook boxed sets of the works of Anne Hagan are also available for purchase. 

[image: image]The Morelville Collection is an eight eBook set that includes all of the full length Morelville Mysteries novels featuring Sheriff Melissa ‘Mel’ Crane and Special Agent Dana Rossi. 

––––––––

[image: image][image: image]The Morelville Mysteries Full Circle Collection is a five eBook set that contains the first four Morelville Mysteries novels and an exclusive Companion Guide that is only available with this set. The set is available for $3.99 at multiple outlets. Most carry it with the 3D cover on the left. Please click the hyperlink just above for a page at Anne’s website where you can get links to all the retailers who carry this set.

––––––––

[image: image]The Morelville Mysteries: Books 5-8 Collection is a four eBook set that contains the most recent additions to the ongoing Morelville Mysteries series. The set is available for $3.99 at multiple outlets. Please click the hyperlink just above for a page at Anne’s website where you can get links to all the retailers who carry this set.
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