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CHAPTER ONE


Michelle Lewis had one bare foot perched on the edge of the open tailgate. The other, still in its shoe, dangled almost to the ground. A cramp formed in her hip. She thought, He’s been watching too much porn.

She was propped on her forearms, her fingers clinging to the bottom edge of the gate to prevent her from sliding off and dropping to the ground or getting pushed into the back of the truck. Her shirt was shoved up, the metal cold against her stomach. The cramp finished forming, hit hard. She made a noise. Her dangling leg spasmed.

Brandon Young heard a noise from Michelle, felt her whole body move beneath him. He had been sure she’d love this position. Having her excited made him more excited than he already was when they were together. All she had to do was breathe in his presence, and he was erect and ready. He began to pump faster.

He was madly in love with her. The fact that they had sex made it even better. His last girlfriend wouldn’t. She was saving herself. For somebody else, it turns out. Her next boyfriend had her pregnant in a month.

Michelle made another noise, and he was off to the races.

Michelle was sure the cramp would never end. But evidently, she made the right noise in response to the pain. Brandon accelerated the pace. He didn’t understand that porn was about camera angles, had nothing to do with sex. It was even less about love. It had absolutely nothing to do with her pleasure.

But he would finish within seconds. Then she could get out of this horrid position and put her feet on the ground, and maybe the cramp would end.

Brandon finished and collapsed on top of her. He was breathing hard and made a soft moan of contentment. She tried to lift her foot from the tailgate.

“No, don’t. Stay where we are. Enjoy this.”

She bit her lip, took a breath. Took another. “I’m getting a cramp. You have to let me up.”

He lifted, slid his hands down her bare back, kissed her spine. Leaned over to kiss her knotted thigh and backed away a step.

Michelle jerked her foot off the tailgate and brought it to the ground in a stomp. She rubbed her thigh and took a step. Her jeans and underpants, hanging around her other ankle, followed, flopping on the grass. She straightened and leaned back, stretching. Another step. She brought her knee up, flexing the leg. Michelle lowered her leg, leaned forward a little, and extended her leg out behind her.

“Oh, I like that,” Brandon enthused. “Let’s do it again.”

Michelle set her foot on the ground. Her cramp had lessened but wasn’t gone. “Really? Are you ready already?”

“I am. I love watching you move. It’s such a turn-on.” He took a step toward her. “Come on. You can’t leave me like this.”

She pressed her hand to his chest. “I get to pick the position. I want it comfortable.”

“Okay. Be quick about it.” Brandon pulled her hand from his chest and kissed it.

“Missionary, on the bench seat,” Michelle announced. “I want a blanket beneath me, and I expect you to take your time. No quickies.”

“I’ll do my best. I always do.” Brandon tried to pull her close.

Michelle pushed him away and reached down to pull her pants and underpants up from her ankle to about mid-thigh. He followed her to the front seat of the truck and opened the door for her.

“My blanket?”

He reached behind the seat, pulled out a rough but mostly clean red and black plaid blanket, and stretched it out on the seat. She climbed in, let her pants slide back down to her ankles. Brandon climbed into the truck and between her legs so quickly it might have qualified as a pounce.

Michelle enjoyed sex, but she wondered what an orgasm caused by another might feel like. She liked that Brandon recovered so quickly, but it didn’t make up for the short duration of each event. His efforts were not cumulative. Maybe he’d get better with time. Although, to be honest, Michelle wondered if she could wait that long, if she might lose interest and wander off as quickly as he erupted.

He lay on top of her, breathing hard.

Michelle rolled her eyes. “You would think as often as we do this, you wouldn’t get winded so quickly.”

In her ear, he panted, “You are my only aerobic workout.” He lifted himself to look in her face. “And you are my favorite exercise.”

“You say the sweetest things.”

He kissed her, backed from between her legs and out of the truck. He stood next to it, pulling up his pants, then turned when he heard a noise.

Michelle heard the noise, too. She scrambled into her pants, then slid down on the seat and peeked out the rear window of the pickup.

Brandon leaned in and whispered. “That sounded like a car door. I’m going to check it out.”

“No,” Michelle whisper-shouted back, but he was already walking away.

She put on her second shoe and grabbed her fall coat. Brandon walked down the two-track road through the grass and weeds, back the way they had come prior to parking. Michelle slipped out of the truck, crossed in front of it, and disappeared into the woods.


CHAPTER TWO


Fifty yards down the road, Brandon came upon an SUV pulled off the road and into the weeds. The SUV belonged to the Sheriff of Dunn County. In front of the SUV was a small clearing. The last time Brandon and Michelle were in the woods, they used this spot to picnic. He had disappointed her then, too.

Brandon stepped around the SUV and into the clearing. “Hey, Sheriff. What’s happening? Anything I can help with?”

With Sheriff Scott Walker were three men: the mayor, another member of the city council who also happened to be the president of the bank and the Chamber of Commerce, and a man Brandon did not recognize.

The man Brandon didn’t recognize had a slowly bleeding cut on his right temple. His right eye was puffed almost shut. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. He was kneeling.

“What are you doing out here, Brandon?” Sheriff Walker was a big man, built for enforcing the law. Or his will. His service weapon, a big, nickel-plated revolver, hung on his right hip. A Taser was on his left. Tucked into his belt in front was a compact semi-automatic pistol. Besides his uniform, he was wearing plastic gloves.

“I was checking my bear baits and my deer stands,” Brandon replied.

“You alone?”

“Yeah. My girlfriend thinks my bear bait stuff is gross and doesn’t approve of hunting anymore. She won’t come with.”

“Smart girl.” The banker, Quentin McCarthy, was medium height and thin except for a paunch resting on his belt. Brandon couldn’t help but wonder if the man was pregnant. His face was long, his pallor ghastly. Brandon amended his thought. Who would have wanted to get this man pregnant?

“We need to finish this,” the mayor, Ronald Pierce, insisted.

“Yeah, we do,” Walker stated. “Who knows you’re out here, Brandon?”

“Nobody,” Brandon replied.

“Help this man to his feet.” Walker pointed at the fourth man. “We’ve finished our conversation. It’s time to go.”

“Sure.” Brandon walked to the man, reached for his arm. The man reached up and was splattered. The sheriff had pulled the semi-automatic from his belt and fired a single round into the back of and through Brandon’s head. The man’s eyes grew wide as he watched Brandon fall next to him, a tree falling like dead wood, forehead gone, eyes wide and empty. Before the man could avert his gaze, the sheriff put a bullet in his forehead.

“I guess we’re done here,” the sheriff concluded.


CHAPTER THREE


Michelle’s father, Robert Lewis, was an avid outdoorsman. Besides working on the family farm, he had worked for years as a guide for people who wanted to hunt and fish in central Minnesota and western Wisconsin. Instead of staying home with her mother, who wanted Michelle to grow up to be somebody’s princess, Michelle insisted on accompanying her father as much as she could.

Michelle’s mother, Melinda, reminded them both that there was a son, Donald, who should be accompanying his father and learning all the guy stuff. The place, purpose, and strengths of women were among the many things Michelle and Melinda disagreed about. Robert believed a woman could be anything she wanted, adored his wife and daughter, and enjoyed their company. It was usually Michelle who went along.

During the trips, Michelle learned tracking, how to read the woods, animal sounds and signs, and how to move quietly. She also learned archery, marksmanship, and how to dress her kills. Robert thought Michelle was far better at filleting a fish than he was, and she didn’t mind doing it. Melinda never would have cleaned a fish. She would eat them if somebody else caught, cleaned, and cooked them. Donald was the same way.

Michelle had left Brandon’s truck, circled in front of it, and disappeared into the woods. She circled around and was on the opposite side of the clearing in time to see the sheriff shoot Brandon and a stranger. She wanted to yell, rush the clearing, and attack the sheriff but managed to stop. She knew the situation was fruitless. Any response to the events of the day would have to come later.


CHAPTER FOUR


Sheriff Walker dropped the semi-automatic pistol next to the bodies of Brandon and the stranger. He walked to the rear of his SUV and opened the door. He pulled out two shovels, returned to the clearing, and handed a shovel to the banker. He tossed the second one to the mayor. “Start digging. These two need to disappear. Make it deep. We don’t want somebody’s dog coming home with a leg bone no longer attached to a hip bone.” He chuckled.

“Why are we digging?” Mayor Pierce was medium height and still looked like the high school and college athlete he had been a few decades before. “Why not you? You shot them. That wasn’t in the plan.”

“I shot them because I had no choice.” He pointed at the stranger. “He was going to ruin everything.” He pointed at Brandon. “And he stumbled into something he shouldn’t have. You’re digging because I only have two shovels, and I need to find his truck and make sure he was really alone.”


CHAPTER FIVE


When they were home, Michelle and Robert watched mysteries and thrillers, checking them out of the library. They turned reading mysteries into a game, discussed each chapter, and tried to solve the mystery before either could finish the book.

This was another place Michelle did not agree with Melinda, who thought the girls should be watching romances together, thrilling in the happy endings, finding comfort in their predictability. Mysteries led to surprises, and Melinda did not like surprises.

Michelle watched as the sheriff left the clearing and started down the road. Brandon’s truck would be easy to find. It was barely off the road near where he thought the birch trees turning their autumn yellow were particularly pretty. He had the heart of a romantic and the sensibilities of a horny teenage boy. Pretty colors made it the right location to try out things he had learned from watching porn.

The banker and mayor began digging. Every scoop of dirt resulted in a profanity-laden complaint by one or the other.

The sheriff did not try to move quietly as he walked in the woods. Leaves crumpled, sticks snapped, he coughed and belched. Once, he let rip a loud fart. He laughed and added, “That was a juicy one.”

Michelle checked her pockets. The few personal items she carried were easy to find. Her ID and library card in a credit card-sized leather case, a few dollars, and her house key were where they should be. Which meant no evidence fell out during sex that would tell the sheriff Brandon wasn’t alone.

If he checked the vehicle for prints and DNA, he would find some. More from Brandon, but she had touched the door handles, the dashboard, the radio. During one of their recent sexcapades, Brandon had pulled her hair a little too hard, so there were probably strands lying around the truck too. And there would be bodily fluids. More from Brandon than her, but still, evidence of their sexual activity existed.

The question was how seriously the sheriff would investigate.

Since he was the killer, probably not very. Unless he intended to blame Brandon and whoever was with him for killing the other man. Then, the investigation would be designed to plant evidence, not find it.

The digging and the resulting noises continued. Michelle’s job was to get to town, be seen by as many people as possible, and do it before the sheriff could get there and start looking.


CHAPTER SIX


Michelle knew the woods where Brandon took her for sex quite well. They were part of a federal wildlife management area not far from the farm her parents owned. She had hiked through them and used them as her hunting grounds her entire life. Well before Brandon, who moved to the area with his family while they were in middle school, had helped turn them into their sexual playground.

She went toward the sun until she came to Branch Creek. Along the shore was a trail used by animals, hunters, and almost everybody from Kittredge who liked to hike that led into town.

There was a spot to cross the creek in the section of woods owned by the Donlan family, connected to another trail that crossed to First Avenue North. It was also known as Only North because, for many years, it was the only street north of Main Street before it became Dunn County Road Eight, and a new neighborhood was added to the northeast corner of Kittredge.

Michelle took Only North, then turned right onto Branch Street, crossed Main near Ruby’s, and entered the library. She had seen no one and hoped no one had seen her.

Inside the entrance to the library, she ducked into the restroom. Michelle washed her hands, wiped her face, and checked herself in the mirror. She looked mostly together and acceptable, considering the pace she had taken through the woods and the activity she had been engaged in prior to that.

She opened the door a crack, saw that Ms. Cotter, the librarian, was away from her desk, and snuck out of the restroom. Then, she turned right into the kids’ section, passed the magazine rack, where she picked up a Hollywood gossip rag, circled the back wall to the non-fiction section, and found a book about vegetarian cooking and another about a vegetarian lifestyle. She took the books, found a chair in the corner near a window, sat down, and pretended to read.

Michelle was a devoted library user all year round. She could be found there a few times a week. Some days, she did homework. Some days, she read mysteries to please her dad. Sometimes it was romance novels, not that she told her mom, and some days, she studied obscure philosophy or science that most of the Kittredge residents would never bother with. If the library had it, she was interested.

Sheriff Walker’s SUV pulled into the library parking lot. He climbed out, knocked his boots against the curb, checked how his clothes hung, picked a few seeds that had undoubtedly stuck to him as he walked in the woods from his pants and tossed them to the ground.

He took a quick look around, then entered the library. She heard his voice as he talked and laughed with the librarian. Then, she heard her name. She didn’t hear what the librarian said in return.

A few minutes later, he walked toward her. She looked up from her book and smiled. “Hey, Sheriff. How you doing?”

“I’m great, Michelle. How about you?”

“Excellent.” She raised the book. “Soaking up some knowledge.”

“Always a good thing,” he returned. “How long you been here?”

“I’m not sure. A few hours, probably.”

“Have you talked to anyone?”

“No, I don’t think so,” she replied.

“Not even Ms. Cotter?”

“No. She wasn’t at the desk when I came in, and I didn’t need to bother her.”

“Have you seen your boyfriend today?”

“Do you mean Brandon?”

“Yeah, Brandon.”

She looked out the window. “He’s really not my boyfriend. We hang out a lot—there aren’t many to hang with around here—but it will never be more than that.”

“That’s too bad. I always thought you two were pretty close.”

“We used to be. We’ve grown apart.” Michelle wiped near the corner of her eye as if a tear might be there. “I spent too much time reading the Bible, among other religious and philosophical texts, and got thinking about the Thou Shalt Not Kill commandment. I decided it applies to more than humans.” She held up the book again. “Brandon wouldn’t understand, but I can no longer eat meat.”

Walker laughed. “I can’t understand it either. You and your dad have always been the hunting types. This must be a shock to him, too.”

“I haven’t told him yet. My decision was recent. But really, it’s been a long time coming.”

Walker nodded. “Have you talked with Brandon today?”

“Earlier this morning. He said he was going to check his deer stands and bear baits and asked if I wanted to go along. His bear baits are disgusting, all smelly and gross. I don’t know what he has in them, but I can’t stand to be around him for days after he plays with that crap.” Michelle shrugged. “Now that I’ve had a change of heart, well, I can’t support his decision to kill things.”

“I can see that,” Walker stated. “In that case, my reason for looking for him won’t sit well with you, either. That bear he got last year was a beauty. I’m hoping for a few pointers. I’d like to get one like that and have it stuffed for my living room.”

“It was a beauty. It may have contributed to the changes in my thinking.” She glanced out the window, then turned to face him. “If I hear from him or see him, I’ll tell him you’d like to talk. If you see him before I do, tell him where I am, okay?”

“Will do. See you ‘round.” Walker didn’t stroll through the rest of the library. He simply headed for the door.


CHAPTER SEVEN


The next morning, Michelle was up early, dressed in layers of camouflaged clothing and sturdy hiking boots. She stayed on trails that she knew had little human traffic, were mostly used by animals and her as she hiked around their property and the wildlife management area.

Michelle was sure she blended into the cover and was alone in the woods. She waited and watched, then moved slow and quieter than the squirrels and birds and leaves rustling in the wind.

She had seen no one by the time she approached the location where she had last had sex, had last seen Brandon alive, and watched the sheriff and two civic leaders conspire and murder two people.

Brandon’s last parking space did not contain his truck.

The clearing where he died had been covered with leaves and brush. Unless you knew and were looking for it, a person would walk by without ever finding the grave of two men.

The sheriff and his cronies were better than Michelle thought they might be. She would have to be careful.

She used stones and sticks to make symbols in the nearby brush. If she connected the symbols with straight lines, one going north-south, the other east-west, she would create a plus or an X that showed where Brandon was buried. Michelle knew she would never forget the spot, but she wanted it marked in case somebody other than her had to come looking.
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Michelle had always been into fitness. Her father preached that it was as important as spending time in the woods. Sound body, sound mind, all that kind of stuff. Usually, hiking was enough to keep her in decent shape. Hauling a pack up and down hills through tough terrain was an excellent workout.

She had not participated in any of the sports at school, was not a team player, and was not interested in dance line or cheerleading, so she was mostly unknown. You had to be attached to a sport to be anybody at the Kittredge Area Consolidated High School. Or willing to parade around during a sporting event. Her lack of participation ensured no one really knew much about her.

She took up jogging, started the morning with a run around Kittredge. They got longer as her conditioning improved. They had to because she had seen what she could close to home on her earliest runs. Running provided a reasonable excuse to be in areas where she normally wouldn’t be. Like by the bus barn. Or the county impound lot. Or the sheriff’s training area. All places that could be used to hide the pickup truck of a missing teenager.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Brandon Young’s family reported him missing. The sheriff searched for him and his truck but didn’t find anything. Search parties went into the woods, but there were no signs.

Michelle cried as appropriate, continued to say they weren’t an item or wouldn’t have been for long, but she missed him and joined the search party that searched along the train tracks.

She avoided the woods near her home and the wildlife management area.
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A search of nationwide police records turned up a speeding ticket given two days after he was last seen. The driver of record was Brandon Young, and the vehicle was his pickup truck. The location was Sioux Falls, South Dakota.

The sheriff called off the search. It was obvious to everyone that Brandon had split town.


CHAPTER NINE


Brandon’s dad stopped by to see Michelle. “Have you heard from him?” Garth Young asked.

“I have not.”

“Did he really leave town?”

“It looks that way.”

“Are you pregnant?” Garth continued.

“I beg your pardon.”

“I’m sorry. That was probably out of line,” Garth admitted.

“Probably?” Michelle snapped.

“I’m trying to understand why he might have left. I haven’t heard of any trouble. There weren’t any problems at school, and he hasn’t been in any fights.” Garth looked around as if some reason might appear. “We haven’t been in any fights.”

“Neither had we,” Michelle agreed. “And no, I’m not pregnant. He did not run to avoid responsibility.”

“Then why? Why would he leave?”

“I don’t know,” Michelle stated. “But if I hear from him, I will contact you.” He nodded. “And if you hear from him, please contact me. I’d like to know he’s okay.”

“Okay,” Garth conceded. “I just wish I knew…”

After Garth Young left, Michelle stared out the window. Who was she protecting by not telling him the truth? His son was dead. He deserved to know. But she couldn’t help but think that the ones she was protecting by hiding the truth, by protecting the sheriff and his buddies, were Brandon’s family, her family, and probably everybody in town.

However, she also told herself that someday, the world would know what really happened.


CHAPTER TEN


Brandon Young’s truck was found in the parking lot of an auto parts store in Boulder, Colorado. The hood was up, the radiator hose broken with coolant pooling on the pavement. Brandon did not come back for it, so the auto parts store owner had it ticketed and towed. The expense to repair it or haul it back to Kittredge was more than the truck was worth. Brandon’s father told them to junk it or auction it off.
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Michelle graduated that spring. Brandon did not.

Another student died in a car accident. Michelle had known her since kindergarten. They were not close. Michelle had seen her at the funeral, so it was easy to believe she was dead. None of the damage had been to the girl’s face, so the service was open casket. At commencement, they had a memorial to the girl next to the stage. Her classmates placed a flower at the memorial after getting their diplomas.

There was no memorial for Brandon.

Several students cried during commencement. Michelle cried, too. Everyone cried for the girl who died, who was remembered. Only Michelle cried for Brandon. She was the only one to know the truth. It wasn’t fair.

Michelle moved to Minneapolis that fall. She attended law enforcement classes at the University of Minnesota, joined the Navy ROTC program, and studied martial arts at a Kung Fu dojo in south Minneapolis. Her teachers admired her dedication and determination. They wished all their students worked as hard as she did.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


When she graduated from the ROTC program, Michelle listened to the commencement address given by a colonel from the U. S. Army. He talked about service and opportunity and about the obligation to help wherever possible, whenever called upon. He talked about the importance of truth and justice. He talked about never giving up.

Michelle thought about Brandon, already more than four years dead. Had she forgotten about his justice? Had she given up on helping him, on revealing the truth? She wanted to believe she hadn’t. Her college years set her up for a career in law or law enforcement. She would continue her education while fulfilling her tour in the Navy.

She was second in line for punch when a woman stepped up to her. She was a few years older than Michelle, dressed in a too-neat casual shirt and slacks, with short hair, minimal makeup, and practical shoes. “Ensign Lewis, come with me, please. Someone would like to have a word with you.”

Michelle set her empty cup down and followed the woman. They went into the nearest building and into the first classroom they came to. Waiting inside was the colonel who had given the speech. She immediately snapped to attention. “At ease, ensign.” Michelle went to at ease but didn’t relax. “I’m Colonel Michael Turner, United States Army. Congratulations are in order.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“We are going to have a conversation, you and I, a very important conversation from my perspective and possibly a life-altering one from yours.”

“It’s an honor, sir,” she replied.

“Possibly not.” He gestured at a chair. “To begin, I want you to sit opposite me so we can face each other and talk. I want you to drop all the usual formality required of our ranks and relax so we can talk openly and honestly. Can you do that?”

Michelle remained standing. “Sir, yes, sir.”

“You’re not off to a very good start.”

“I’m sorry, sir. I’m well trained.”

“And well disciplined. I know. But try, please. Consider me a friend of your father. How would you talk to him?”

“Probably with a beer in my hand,” Michelle answered.

Turner smiled. “Good. Can we talk as if we’re having a beer?”

“We can try, sir.”

He laughed. “You may have trouble doing what I’m going to ask.”

“No trouble at all, sir. Happy to help.”

“Again, possibly not.” He gestured at the chair. “Please sit, Michelle. Can I call you Michelle?”

“Of course, sir.” Michelle sat.

“My associate here is Captain Audrey Phelps. When we’re talking today, you can refer to me as Michael and her as Audrey. If you meet us in public, and it looks official, use our ranks. If it isn’t official or initiated by us, you don’t know us. Is that okay with you?”

“Yes, sir… Michael. Will I be seeing you in public, sir?”

“Probably not. Part of why we are not using ranks during this conversation is because it never happened. Got it?”

She opened her mouth, then nodded.

“Good. Audrey, you should sit as well.”

“Shouldn’t I watch the door, sir,” Audrey replied.

“The door will watch itself.”

Audrey sat.

“I understand you have special skills, Michelle,” Michael continued.

“Of course, sir, I have graduated from Naval ROTC. All of my skills are excellent.”

He laughed. “Not those skills.” He shifted in his chair. “I understand you are very quiet, rather sneaky.”

“I am a hunter, sir, trained by my father to move silently in the woods. Or at least closer to silent than the rest of the woods.”

“Does that skill work indoors?” he asked.

“It requires more patience, but yes, it works indoors.”

“Can you teach it to Audrey?”

Michelle looked at Audrey Phelps. “I believe so, sir, but it would be up to her to make it work.”

“Can you learn to be quiet, Audrey?”

“I am a gossip by nature, but I’ve learned to be discreet.”

“Yes, I know,” Michael muttered. “Sometimes, too discreet.”

“I’m trying to better understand what information you need instantly, sir,” she replied. “But yes, I believe I can be trained to be silent, too.”

“Michelle, you will be transferred to my staff, effective immediately,” Michael continued. “We have important work to do together.”

“Yes, sir. Where and when do I report?”

“Audrey will be in contact with you. For now, go home and relax, enjoy your family. Go sneaking in the woods with your father. As soon as we have everything set, you will join us.”

“Happy to, sir,” Michelle stated.

“Don’t be too sure,” Michael counseled.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Michelle told herself to take two days and do nothing. Her instructions were to vegetate on the couch, read, watch TV, or have a nap. She followed her instructions for almost two hours before she was up and dressed for a jog.

She’d started jogging during the search for Brandon’s truck and continued all through college. She had added martial arts when she moved to the cities and weight training after she started ROTC. She could do twenty pull-ups before she started to feel the strain and could bench press her own weight plus fifty pounds.

The streets and trails around Kittredge provided plenty of running space, plus opportunities to see the town, the residents’ behavior, and the elected officials’ performance. Somehow, Pierce was still the mayor, the banker, McCarthy, still held his seat on the city council, and Sheriff Walker was still the Dunn County Sheriff.

How did they have the community so convinced they were doing a good job? Did they baffle the residents with bullshit? It sure wasn’t brilliance. Or did they have something on so many people that it was safer to keep them in their offices?

In her conversations with the people of Kittredge, no one seemed interested in talking politics. Only the weather, the farm conditions, and the prospects for the hunting season. Some of the lakes in the area had become embroiled in too many DNR regulations and catch-and-keep limits, and people didn’t talk about fishing. It pissed them off too much. Michelle didn’t learn anything useful from chatting with her neighbors.
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Donald Lewis had moved to the Twin Cities two years after his sister Michelle did. He attended Century College in White Bear Lake, then transferred to the Saint Paul Campus of the University of Minnesota.

“I’m there to study veterinary medicine,” Donald remarked.

“But I thought you didn’t like blood, didn’t want to know what was inside any animals,” Michelle replied.

“You thought wrong. I didn’t hunt or fish because I wanted to help animals. I did not want to hurt, kill, clean, or even eat them.”

“Are you a vegetarian?”

“No. I participate in the food chain.” Donald shook his head. “I’ve learned the importance of having predators and keeping balance. If we don’t, animals get sick and suffer more. Kind of like all the things trying to kill the humans to keep them in balance.”

“You don’t think the humans are doing well enough at killing each other?”

“Humans are excellent at killing each other. Very inventive. But they are still reproducing at a rate too fast to maintain balance,” Donald explained. “Growth such as we’re seeing is not sustainable. Something will give. The system will fail, and we will all suffer.”

“Wow. That was cheery,” Michelle grumbled.

He had arrived home on Friday. They talked and played some cards, went for walks, and talked more. She did not tell him about Brandon. He would not tell her about the woman he was developing a relationship with at school. When she went for her runs, he would watch her go and wave if she looked back.

Donald returned to the cities late Sunday night. “No date?” Michelle walked him to the car. “No reason to rush home?”

“Nice try. We’re not there yet. And that’s all you get.”
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Michelle fell into a routine for the following week. Her mom and dad would go to work, she would go for her jog, then find things around the house and barn to use as weights. She swept one of the empty machine sheds, and after it had aired out and the remaining dust settled, she practiced martial arts. Then, dinner and conversation with her parents.

All conversations but one were cordial.

“When do you leave?” Michelle’s mom asked.

“I don’t know yet,” Michelle replied.

“Where are you going?” Melinda pressed.

“I don’t know that yet either,” Michelle admitted.

“Don’t go.”

“I have to. I made a commitment.”

“But why did you join the Navy? Why didn’t you join the National Guard or the Reserves? Why can’t you stay here with me?” Melinda was on the verge of tears.

“Because I would make you miserable,” Michelle answered. “I’m not a complacent daughter.”

“You could meet a nice guy, build a family,” Melinda suggested. “We’d give you land for your house.”

“I appreciate the offer, but I need to do this,” Michelle countered. “I need to serve and help people and find out who I am before I settle down.” She took her mom’s hand. “You’ll be a wonderful grandmother, but not yet.” Melinda squeezed Michelle’s hand, then dropped it. “And I’ll be back. This is still home. You’ll still have some of my stuff you can store until I’m ready for a place of my own.”

“I don’t get to take over your bedroom?” Melinda smiled but had tears in her eyes.

“If you need the space, if you’re going to set up a craft room or something, yes, you can take my room. When I come back, I can sleep on the couch in the basement or rig up a cot in the barn,” Michelle replied.

“You used to do that,” Melinda remembered.

“I did. Then, when I thought you were asleep, I’d drag the cot out into the yard and watch the stars.”

“I know.” Melinda smiled. “I was never good at sleeping if you weren’t in your bed. I worry too much.”

“You pretended, then watched me?” Michelle asked.

Melinda nodded. “I couldn’t help it.” They settled into a silent hug.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Audrey Phelps arrived the following Sunday. She pulled into the driveway in a Toyota Corolla with Minnesota plates that were more than a few years old. It was missing some trim, had a dent in the passenger side door and rust forming on the hood.

Michelle met her in the driveway. “Are my orders in?”

“Not yet,” Audrey replied.

“Then why are you here? You could have called to tell me nothing.”

“It was suggested that I come to see you in your natural element. Have you start my training in the middle of nowhere.” Audrey made a point of looking around.

“As you’ve seen, we’re not in the middle of nowhere. Merely a long way from anywhere you want to be.”

“It’s not that bad,” Audrey replied.

“Where did you grow up?” Michelle countered.

“Outside DC, where we had too much of everything. There was no quiet.”

“And where are you actually stationed?”

“Outside DC,” Audrey answered.

“How much are you telling me that I shouldn’t be asking?”

“We’re not there yet. But we’re getting close.”

“How long will you be in beautiful Kittredge?”

“Until your orders come through.”

“Where are you staying?” Michelle asked.

“I’ll find a hotel room. Or I’ll camp, maybe sleep in my car. You know, rough it a bit.”

Michelle looked at the Toyota. She wouldn’t be comfortable sleeping in it, and Audrey was taller. “Why don’t you stay here? You can be a friend from the cities, up for a surprise visit, and you can stay in my room.”

“I don’t know…”

“Or you can sleep in my brother’s room. Or the barn,” Michelle suggested.

“I don’t know. This whole situation is out of the ordinary.”

“It’s a test, isn’t it?”

Audrey said nothing, keeping her face neutral.

“Who is being tested? Me or you?” Michelle continued. “What’s being tested? Our loyalty, our ability to improvise, to get along, to adapt?”

Audrey again said nothing, but she almost shrugged.

“Grab your stuff, and come on in.” Michelle looked at the overnight bag Audrey pulled from the passenger seat. “You weren’t planning on staying long, were you?”

Audrey shrugged. “I travel light.”

Michelle led her into the living room. “Mom, Dad, this is Audrey. This is Melinda and Robert, my parents.” Melinda managed a suspicious smile. Robert set his book down. “Audrey is up from the cities for a visit.”

“How nice,” Melinda remarked. “If we’d have known, we’d have prepared a space for you.”

“It was a quick decision,” Audrey replied. “I had nothing going, so I decided to surprise Michelle.”

“How lovely,” Melinda continued.

“She can stay with me in my room,” Michelle added.

“Oh. Okay,” Melinda concluded.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


“What is Audrey?” Melinda sat at the kitchen table, fingers tight around a cup of coffee.

“What do you mean?” Michelle opened the refrigerator and stared into it. “Is she human? Yes. Is she female? Yes. Is she our guest? Again, yes.”

Audrey was in the bathroom, freshening up.

“What is she to you?” Melinda asked.

“She is my friend,” Michelle replied.

“Is she your girlfriend? Did you become a lesbian while you were gone?”

“You do not become a lesbian. It is not like becoming a vegetarian or a Catholic,” Michelle snapped. “But I am not a lesbian. Audrey is my friend. It is not any more complicated than that.”

“Okay.” Melinda looked at her daughter. “I had to ask.”

“No, you didn’t. But since you did, I answered.” Michelle turned to face her mom. “But why did you ask?”

“I wanted to know if I was getting grandchildren.”

“The prognosis is not good,” Michelle snapped. “The acceptable candidates are few, and according to Donald, if somebody chooses not to reproduce, the world will end.”

“All I want is grandchildren,” Melinda declared. “Their children can worry about saving the world.”

“Well, be patient. I’m in no hurry.” Michelle returned to her room.

Audrey came out of the bathroom and followed her. She closed the door behind them. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be here.”

“Why not?” Michelle stated. “If I’m going to train you, this is the best place to work from. If you’re here to watch me, this is the best place to work from.” She chuckled. “If you’re on vacation with the intention of relaxation, then maybe you’re right. My family might be normal…”

“Whatever that is,” Audrey added.

“It’s certainly what I know as normal, but that doesn’t mean it’s any fun to be around,” Michelle continued. “Mom can be intense, and she is opinionated. I don’t know who all or how much she hates people who aren’t her or like her, but I’m pretty sure she does, at least a little.”

“And here I am, invading her space,” Audrey returned.

“You’re here as my friend,” Michelle replied. “Let’s keep it at that and act appropriately. Whether she likes it or not.”

“Okay,” Audrey conceded. “What’s first?”

“We learn to trust each other.”

“Wow. Starting with something tough.” Audrey sat on the corner of the bed. “Can’t we start with sneaking around?”

“We’ll get to it,” Michelle replied. “Although, in reality, I suspect we already are.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Teaching you to be quiet is fine, but I’m sure the Navy has other people who could do that. Experienced people, like Navy SEALS. Not a new recruit straight out of ROTC who has never been on an actual naval base. There is something else going on. You’re grooming me for something more. And I’m going along with it for some reason no one understands. And we’re being sneaky about it,” Michelle explained. “Are we hiding me from the rest of the Navy?”

“Remember when you asked if you were asking questions you shouldn’t be about subjects we shouldn’t be discussing?” Audrey asked.

“Yeah.” Michelle’s eyes locked on Audrey’s.

“You are way past that point.” Audrey wouldn’t meet Michelle’s gaze.

“I’m sorry. The logic was wrong. I need to know how things work, and I need things to make sense if they’re going to work.”

Audrey finally met Michelle’s gaze. “I can’t talk about this yet, but I want you to know you can trust me.”

“How am I supposed to believe that?” Michelle snapped. “You recruit me with a clandestine conversation that never happened, send me home to wait—for all I know, I’m considered AWOL and a fugitive—then appear at said home as if it were a normal occurrence. Then, you tell me to trust you.”

“It’s not as difficult as you make it sound,” Audrey suggested.

“I don’t think I’m making it sound difficult enough,” Michelle stated.

Something Brandon said often, especially when talking about someone coming to assess the lakes and the fish population, was, ‘Trust me. I’m from the government, and I’m here to help.’ To him, it ranked right up there with ‘the check is in the mail’ as the biggest lies told to Americans.

“But…” Audrey grumbled.

“Trust has to be earned. So far, I’ve seen nothing I can trust.” Michelle’s glare did not relent. “What’s it going to be? You start talking, or I take you to the barn or out into the woods, and we discuss this with pliers and a cattle prod.”

“You wouldn’t.”

“You’re from the big city, right?” Michelle asked.

“The suburbs, actually,” Audrey replied.

“There is enough nothing out here in the middle of Minnesota, not to mention Wisconsin and Canada, that it is possible to disappear. Or be disappeared, if you know what I mean.” Michelle never imagined using what happened to Brandon as a way to influence people. She felt guilty, but not much.

Audrey stared for a full minute. Michelle stared back.

“Okay. I’ll tell you what I can, which is more than I should.” Audrey stood and walked to the door. She turned toward Michelle, who stood near the window, facing her. “Michael Turner has formed a special unit designed to complete very specialized, very small missions of a nature to be determined without the knowledge of people who usually need to know such things.”

“Sounds fun.” Michelle kept any emotion from her voice, including sarcasm. “If all that secrecy isn’t a solid foundation for trust, I don’t know what is.”

“Michael is very early in the process with this. And that’s really all I dare say.” Audrey was met with silence. “I’ll contact Michael and see if I can’t get more of your questions answered.”

Michelle stared again, then replied, “I guess that will have to do. For now. But you might want to talk to Michael soon. Too many secrets get people killed.”

Audrey nodded. “In the meantime, can we start training?”

“Okay. Let’s start with a walk in the woods.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


They walked side by side to the rear of the Lewis property, which was surrounded by four-foot chain link fencing. Michelle led along the fence line, and at a spot where the trees grew thickest, she put her hands on the top rail of the fence and kicked her legs over it, vaulting it with no effort.

“You’ve done that before,” Audrey observed.

“Once or twice.” Michelle nodded. “Your turn.”

Audrey placed her hands on the top rail, used her arms to push herself up enough to get her foot on the top rail, and rolled over the top. She landed with a thump and a smile.

“We’re going to have to work on your strength training,” Michelle declared.

“What? I made it,” Audrey countered.

“Assume we’re being chased,” Michelle instructed.

“By what?” Audrey asked.

“Does it matter?” Michelle replied.

“It might.”

“It could be a bad guy or a jealous spouse,” Michelle suggested.

“Really?”

“It could happen,” Michelle insisted. “For this example, let’s say it’s a bear.”

“Are there bears around here?” Audrey slowly turned and looked around.

“Absolutely. They usually only like the taste of hunter.” Michelle chuckled. “Let’s say we run at equal speed. We’re both running hard for the fence, our only chance of escape. I run up to the fence, which happens to only be four feet high, vault over it, and keep running. You stop and climb over. Which one of us gets eaten?”

“Oh.” Audrey cast her eyes down at the fence. She turned her gaze on Michelle. “I’ve run the obstacle course, passed all the fitness requirements.”

“That’s great. As well you should. But now we’re talking real life.” Michelle stared. “You’ve never seen combat, have you?”

“I have. I flew Apache helicopters in Afghanistan.”

“You had people shooting at you, but you were sitting, not running. And you were able to shoot back,” Michelle reminded her.

“All true. Or I could blow the shit out of them from a distance.”

“But that’s far different than up close and personal, like with a gun or a knife, when you’re able to see their faces.”

“And you have?” Audrey’s disbelief registered in her voice.

“Only critters. Not people, not actual combat. And the deer weren’t shooting back.” Michelle chuckled. “My first shot at a bear pissed him off. I might have been dead if I had been closer.”

She said nothing about being close enough to see Brandon and the other man die.

“What happened to the bear?” Audrey asked.

“My second shot finished him,” Michelle replied.

“When was that?”

“I was ten.”

“Wow,” Audrey enthused. “How many bears have you killed?”

“Only the one. He was enough.”

“But you’ve hunted other things.”

“I have, but we’re done talking. Back to work.” Michelle turned and followed a narrow dirt trail between the trees.

Audrey watched her go, then followed about three steps behind. They walked slowly. Audrey wondered if she was supposed to be enjoying the beautiful day, watching the birds, or asking questions. She thought about Michelle saying they were done talking and decided that wasn’t it. She picked a flower and brought it to her nose, wiped a spider web from her cheek and batted at the remnants, then swatted at a fly that passed too close.

Michelle stopped at the edge of the clearing. Audrey bumped into her, then backpedaled. “Sorry.”

Michelle stood silent and listened. Audrey stepped up beside Michelle and tried to see her face. Michelle stared across the clearing, expressionless.

“What are we doing?” Audrey stated.

“Shush,” Michelle returned.

“Sorry.”

Michelle looked at her and rolled her eyes. Audrey made a zip-your-lips gesture, then stared directly ahead.

Michelle crept to the middle of the clearing. Audrey remained where she was. Michelle gestured, and Audrey moved closer.

“What do you hear?”

Audrey listened. “Nothing. It’s quiet.” She tucked the flower into her hair.

Michelle smiled. “This is how my dad trained me. I hear a squirrel to the east, not very far into the trees. A woodpecker farther off in the same direction and somebody else, probably another squirrel, moving around the way we came.

“There is a motorcycle approaching town. Probably from the north, definitely to the north of where we are now. He is a firm believer that loud pipes save lives. Or he has a need for attention. There are two—no, three jet skis on the Crow River, also north of town. A freight train is crossing Main Street, and a small airplane is to the south of town. I believe it is flying north, probably toward Duluth.”

“You can hear all that?”

“You could too if you listened.”

Audrey closed her eyes. “I can hear the train, but not the plane or the jet skis.” She smiled. “Are you sure it’s a squirrel? It sounds much larger. Like a bear, maybe.”

“Very good. But I’m sure it’s a squirrel. I saw him moving around as we approached the clearing. And bears don’t try too hard to be quiet. Not much will mess with them, so unless they’re hunting something fresh, they don’t bother with stealth.” She stepped in front of Audrey and looked into her eyes. “Here is what we’re going to do. I’m going to leave you here and walk in the woods. You’re going to try to track my course.”

“I’m going to do that by listening?” Audrey mused.

“Yes, but feel free to watch for me too. For now, I promise not to go too far away. I won’t backtrack, go in circles, or even cross my own path. I will leave, and I will return. You’re going to tell me how and where I went.”

“Okay,” Audrey agreed. “Seems easy enough.”

“It should be. Good luck.” Michelle turned and walked away, looking back twice to see if Audrey was watching, which she was.

Michelle disappeared into the woods. She was on the trail, then she wasn’t. Audrey listened. Birds sang, more all the time. Squirrels chattered. One sat on a fallen tree at the edge of the clearing and stared at her. It seemed to be scolding her.

The jet skis had stopped, the train had moved on. A different plane was approaching. A flock of birds, Audrey didn’t know what kind, took off from a tree the way they always do in the movies right before something happens. But they seemed kind of far away. How far would Michelle go in an attempt to not be heard? Was she training Audrey or trying to prove a point? Or how long would she leave her in the woods? Maybe she went home, was having lunch. It sure felt like a long time already.

A tap came on her shoulder, and Audrey screamed. She turned, and Michelle stood behind her.

“Where did you come from?” Audrey snapped.

“I’ve been here about three minutes,” Michelle replied.

“Impossible. I’d have heard you. I’d have seen you.”

“You turned in a circle once. But you mostly watched where I went. The squirrel was trying to tell you I was close,” Michelle explained.

“I don’t speak squirrel.” She pointed toward the tree from where the birds had taken wing. “Did you spook the birds?”

“I did not. I don’t know what I did. Possibly nothing. They may have been practicing flying like a flock or moving to a new place to feed.” Michelle shrugged. “But I didn’t go far. I could see you the entire time.”

“I couldn’t see you,” Audrey commented.

“I blend well, and I hide. You should see me when I’m in my camos. Except you wouldn’t.”

“You only went to where I couldn’t see you, then circled behind me and snuck up on me,” Audrey stated.

“Yeah, pretty much.” Michelle brushed a spider off Audrey’s arm.

“How?” Audrey looked where the spider fell, then rubbed her arm as if trying to erase any record of the spider’s presence.

“Practice.”

“No, it’s more than that. It’s instinctive, something primal.”

“It really isn’t,” Michelle answered. “It’s moving slowly, paying attention, watching where I’m going, and being not silent but quieter than the rest of the forest. It might be more about timing—move when something louder is moving.”

“How long did it take you to get good at it?” Audrey inquired.

“Long time. I’ve practiced so much that I’m not aware I’m being quiet, even when I don’t need to be.”

“Will I get that quiet?”

“It’s up to you,” Michelle told her.

“That’s not very encouraging. Michael would want a yes, definitely.”

“Then you better get to work.”

“What’s next?” Audrey asked.

“Make your way home with no loud noises, no broken sticks, no pulled flowers.”

“What’s wrong with picking a flower or two?”

“You’re leaving a trail,” Michelle replied. “Every broken stem, picked flower, crushed leaf, and bent branch can be used to follow you. That’s part of why you go slow. Take the time to be sure you can see what not to break, crush, or trample. Then, you can avoid the things that will give away your location to someone trying to kill you.”

“Is that how you think all the time?” Audrey asked.

“No. Only since signing on with you and Michael. Before, I only thought of those things as tools to use during hunting season.” If Michelle were honest with herself, that was precisely how she’d been thinking since Brandon died.

“You haven’t been hunted before,” Audrey stated.

“I have not,” Michelle agreed. “But I know I wouldn’t like it.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Michelle pointed. “Do you remember where the house is?”

“Yes.” Audrey pointed the same way, back the way they came.

“Can you find it?” Michelle asked.

“I’m sure I can.”

Michelle closed her eyes. “I will give you a three-minute head start. We’ll see how you do.” Audrey began moving away, then turned and looked at Michelle. Michelle smiled. “Don’t worry, I won’t peek.” She started to count off seconds out loud.

Audrey headed into the woods, conscious of every step.

At the one-minute mark, Michelle opened her eyes, stopped counting out loud, and walked to a stump at the edge of the clearing. She had used the stump as a place for meditation and reflection since she found it years before. She sat and looked at her watch.

Close to two minutes in, there was a crash and a thump followed by a loud “Shit.” Michelle smiled. Audrey had taken the go-slow part of the instructions seriously. She had not gotten far in two minutes before tripping and falling.

“Are you okay?” Michelle called out.

“Yes. Marvelous.” There was a groan and the sound of hands being wiped on jeans. “Returning to radio silence.” Twenty seconds later, there was another thump and a bout of laughter.

Michelle shook her head.

After sitting for almost five minutes, Michelle stood and sighed. She wondered if she should follow Audrey or take a different trail back to the house and be waiting for her when she arrived.

She made her decision and set out.
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Audrey crossed the yard and found Michelle seated on an Adirondack chair, reading a book and sipping lemonade. Another glass sat on the wicker table next to the chair. Humidity was already condensing on the glass.

“We should probably start carrying water.”

“You think?” Audrey reached for the lemonade.

“How did it go?” Michelle asked.

“I miss my Apache.” Audrey sucked down a large drink. “Did you take a shortcut?” She raised the glass again.

“No. A parallel course to the one we originally used.”

After the ice clinked in the bottom of the glass, Audrey wiped the condensation across her forehead. The gathered dust there turned to mud. She released a big sigh.

“You’ve been here for a while, haven’t you?”

“I have,” Michelle replied.

“When would you have decided I was lost and sent for help?” Audrey asked.

Michelle rolled her eyes. “You were never close to lost.”

“You knew where I was the whole time?” Audrey asked.

“I did.” Michelle pointed. “How did you get the scratch?”

“What scratch?”

“On the side of your neck. Looks fairly fresh.”

Audrey wiped her neck and looked at a smear of blood on her hand. “I was attacked by trees. Repeatedly.”

“I caught up to you and watched you for a bit. Your care was admirable, but you have to remember to look up too,” Michelle commented.

“That would be so I can see the trees before they can attack,” Audrey grumbled.

“Exactly. They’re not very fast, but they can be brutal.”

“Like the one that grabbed my foot and tossed me down the hill.”

“I probably know that tree,” Michelle returned.

“You’re just trying to make me feel better.” Audrey set the glass down and stood. “I’m going in for a shower.”

“Good idea. You’ll feel better. Be sure to do a tick check, too.”

“A what?” Audrey lost her color.

“A tick check. Look yourself over, make sure you don’t have any ticks looking for a place to attach themselves.”

“Jesus, this keeps getting better.” Audrey squirmed.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Michelle had moved to the kitchen table. The light shined in the window onto her book. Audrey came in wearing a T-shirt and pink panties. Her feet were bare, her hair was wet. “You have to look at this.” She stepped close to Michelle, lifted her shirt, and pulled down the waistband of her panties. “What the hell is that?” A black and brown speck slightly larger than a neighboring mole hung from her skin.

“That would be a wood tick,” Michelle replied. “It found a suitably warm and soft spot with good blood flow to attach itself.”

“What do I do?”

“You’ve never had a tick before?” Michelle asked.

“If I have, I’ve never found it. I’m from the city. Where would I get a wood tick? We don’t have woods.” Audrey’s tone suggested it should have been obvious to a person living a civilized life.

“Ticks can live anywhere, even the cities,” Michelle answered. “You probably got this one in the tall grass. That’s where I get most of mine.”

“What do I do?”

“We could take you in, have it surgically removed,” Michelle offered.

“What? Surgery?” Panic crept into Audrey’s voice.

“Or we could burn it out,” Michelle suggested.

“Burn it? Burn it how?”

“The easiest way is with a small torch.”

“Oh my God.”

“You’re not going to die.” Michelle reached up, grabbed the tick, and gave it a yank. It came off easily. She looked at the bite spot. “It was barely buried. The entire thing came out. You didn’t feel a thing, did you?”

“No, but…” Audrey protested. “Well, yeah, I mean…”

“Watch the bite spot. Make sure it doesn’t develop a red or pink circle around it,” Michelle instructed. “If it doesn’t, you’re fine.”

“If it does get a circle?” Audrey asked.

“Then we need to get you checked for Lyme disease,” Michelle replied.

“I knew coming here would get me killed,” Audrey stated. “Why did I agree to this assignment?”

“Because it provided you the opportunity to hang with me,” Michelle insisted.

“Yeah, that’s it.” Audrey ran her hands through her wet hair. “Shit, what was I thinking? I could be happily in my helicopter, seeing the world through my heads-up display.” Audrey glanced at the clock on the microwave. “Hey, how long does it take to get to Cambridge?”

“Probably an hour and fifteen minutes. It depends on who is driving,” Michelle answered.

“In that case, we need to leave.”

“We do? Why?”

“We have a meeting in an hour, and I need to finish getting dressed.” Audrey sniffed. “You should probably take a shower.”

“You’re just telling me this now?” Michelle closed her book and got to her feet. She ripped the tick into pieces and threw them into the wastebasket.

“I was busy fighting off a hideous parasite that wanted to kill me,” Audrey countered.

Michelle laughed. “Who are we meeting?”

“Michael,” Audrey replied.

“I’ll hurry.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Michelle drove Audrey’s car from Kittredge, west on Dunn County Road 8, to Highway 95, through North Branch and the intersection with I35, and on to Cambridge, Minnesota. They drove west of town, past the National Guard Armory and to the municipal airport.

Waiting at an out-of-the-way corner was a barely marked helicopter. It could have belonged to a business or someone who liked to fly and could afford it, but nothing indicated the passenger belonged to the military.

As they climbed out of the car, Audrey pointed out, “He’s traveling incognito. Remember, no ranks or salutes unless he initiates.”

“Got it,” Michelle replied. “We’re visiting our rich uncle in the middle of nowhere, sure to be unseen by any locals.”

“Exactly,” Audrey stated.

“Has that worked before?” Michelle asked.

“I don’t know. We’ve never met like this.”

The side door swung open, and they climbed into the helicopter. Michael Turner sat in the back seat, a phone pressed to his ear, and a computer opened in the seat next to him. He disconnected from his call and smiled. “Michelle, Audrey, so wonderful to see you.”

“It’s nice to see you again, too, Michael,” Michelle replied.

Audrey gestured at the pilot. “Is he my replacement? Is he as good as I am?”

Michael smiled. “No one can replace you, and you’ll be back in the driver’s seat soon enough. He is your backup. And he does well.”

“Okay. As long as he knows his place.”

Michael laughed. “He does. And unlike some, he never questions an order.”

“I don’t either,” Audrey remarked. “I prefer precision and clarification, though.”

“I know you do,” Michael agreed. “It’s one of the reasons you’re on this team.”

“Thank you, sir.” Audrey shot Michelle a glance. “My training is going well, sir.”

“Is it?” Michael asked.

“Yes. I haven’t gotten lost, and I survived an attack by a wild animal.”

“A wood tick is hardly a wild animal,” Michelle corrected.

“Are they domesticated?” Audrey continued.

“No,” Michelle conceded.

“Then they’re a wild animal. And people die as a result of their bites,” Audrey stated.

Michael laughed. He gestured at the pilot, and the engine started.

“Are we going somewhere?” The helicopter began to lift. Michelle grabbed the edge of the seat with both hands.

“Is this your first time in a helicopter?” Audrey asked.

“First time in the air,” Michelle clarified.

“No family vacations, no trips to the ocean?” Michael inquired.

“No. We hunted and fished. You can get to the best places for that without leaving Minnesota or even the ground. Until you need to be in your tree stand.”

“I love flying,” Audrey muttered. “I miss my chopper.”

“You mentioned that earlier.” Michelle looked out the window. “It’s a different sensation, but I’m sure I could get used to it.”

“You’ll get hooked,” Audrey stated. “There is nothing more fun.”

“Nothing?” Michael asked.

“Okay, a few things,” Audrey conceded. “But it’s one of the best experiences you can have.”

“Until you crash. I fly because I have to, not because I enjoy it.”

“I’m disappointed,” Audrey replied. “You’ve never complained before.”

Michael shrugged. “Never complain about flying to the hot shot in control of the machine. They may decide to prove what they can do.”

Audrey laughed. “I would never show off like that.”

“How likely are we to crash?” Michelle asked.

“Not very. Superior machine, maintenance, and training. We’ll be fine.” Audrey looked toward the pilot. “Even safer if I was flying.”

They flew east. Michelle looked out the window, trying to recognize features as they zoomed by.

“I understand you have some concerns,” Michael stated.

“I’m sorry, sir, I need to understand the scope of my mission,” Michelle replied.

“Don’t go getting all formal now. We were doing so well,” Michael reminded her.

“I can’t help it. We’re talking serious stuff.”

“Let’s have your questions. I’ll see what I can tell you.”

“We’ll start simple,” Michelle offered. “I haven’t signed any paperwork, haven’t reported to anybody. How am I getting paid?”

Michael laughed. “It will be directly deposited into your account from the federal government. You need to fill out some paperwork so the check can come.”

“Will it be retroactive?”

“Yes, you will be paid back to the day we told you to go home.”

Michelle sighed. “That’s a relief. I need an income. Will I be happy with my earnings?”

“I believe so,” Michael replied.

“If someone were to ask, who do I say I work for?” Michelle continued.

“You can tell them you’re self-employed and working as a contractor for the Department of Homeland Security.”

“Is that the truth?”

“Close enough for now.”

“What about my time in the Navy? Shouldn’t I have reported somewhere by now?” Michelle asked.

“You have reported. Your assignment is with us,” Michael informed her. “The Navy knows where you are. As much as it needs to.”

“What is our mission?”

“To defend the United States Constitution from all enemies.”

“How will I know these enemies?”

“To start, we will point them out to you. Eventually, it will become so obvious you’ll be able to pick your own targets,” Michael explained.

“And all of this is secret?” Michelle asked.

“It is. The highest level of classified we can manage.”

“Why?”

“To keep it free from politics,” he answered.

“But aren’t the politicians in control? Aren’t they supposed to have oversight? That’s all they talk about.”

“True,” Michael replied. “But sometimes their politics gets in the way of our doing the job. Sometimes, the politicians make themselves into our targets.”

“This is getting into some dangerous areas,” Michelle stated.

“It is,” Michael agreed.

“Wouldn’t it be better if it wasn’t all secret? If we had somebody backing us up?”

“The interesting thing about politicians is even when they support your efforts, they manage to keep their fingers out of it. They want plausible deniability but still want the job done. Their version of backup is to know nothing. And they excel at that.”

The helicopter passed Skyler and, in a few minutes, circled over the Kittredge Area Consolidated High School. Michelle was now on the north side of the chopper. She looked for the wildlife area and their house. It was easy to pick out. “I think we need a new roof.” She looked at Audrey. “This is how they would have searched for you if I didn’t already know where you were.”

“Did she get lost?” Michael asked.

“Of course not,” Audrey snapped.

“I was still a few minutes from retrieving her, but no, she was never really lost,” Michelle confirmed. “So officially, we don’t exist, and unofficially, we’re on our own.”

“I will do everything I can to vet the operations. To make sure people who need to know, do, even if they would never admit it, and to protect you,” Michael replied.

Michelle looked at Audrey. Audrey made it a point to look out the window.

“You’ve not had this conversation, have you?” Michelle asked.

Audrey looked at her. “I have not yet needed the level of clarification you have.”

“Even when he sent you out to die from a tick bite?”

“That I blame on you,” Audrey stated.

Michelle laughed. “You’re right. It is my fault. I should have sprayed you down so any tick would have died on contact. Of course, every creature in the forest would have smelled you coming.”

“Are you two getting along okay?” Michael asked.

“I think we are,” Michelle offered. “Don’t you?”

“Barriers are down, communication is flowing, trust is building. We’re on our way to becoming friends.” Audrey flashed a smile and returned to looking out the window.

Michelle smiled and caught Michael smiling, too. “She’s right. We’re doing okay. We’ll be fine.”

“Good. Because we’re going to need it,” Michael concluded.

They flew west. After a few seconds of study, Michael asked, “Have I placated your concerns?”

“A little,” Michelle replied. “I’m happy to know I’m getting paid. From there, I don’t know enough to be too worried. Yet.”

“We’ll be able to talk any time you need,” Michael told her.

“Will Audrey always be our pipeline?” Michelle inquired.

“No. She will be plenty busy with projects of her own. You’ll have your own pipeline.” Michael looked at Audrey. “Are you okay with that?”

“Yes, sir. Michael. I’m sure she will do things I don’t want to know about,” Audrey replied.

Michelle laughed. “As long as one of us has clarification first.”

They flew in silence for a few minutes. “Secrets are what keep getting people in trouble,” Michelle observed. “Then the ensuing cover-ups. Isn’t there a safer way?”

“We haven’t found it yet. We’re in a tough spot. Some things need to be taken care of, most of them time-sensitive, so we don’t have time to wait for approval,” Michael answered.

“Are we going to be asking for a lot of forgiveness?” Michelle asked.

“Let’s hope not. Hopefully, the wisdom of our actions will be self-evident.”

Michelle shook her head. “Seems like a recipe for trouble. Seems like a questionable decision.”

“Would you prefer not to be involved?” Michael pressed.

“I think…” Michelle thought of her friend Brandon. “I think I’d prefer to be involved.”

“Good. I’m glad,” Michael replied. “We can resume this conversation anytime you deem it necessary. It is essential that you believe in what we’re doing.”

Michelle stared at Michael. He met her gaze. The helicopter set down on the tarmac. “I will trust you and what we’re doing. For now. Or until something comes up that needs clarification.”

“I can work with that,” Michael concluded.

“What exactly is my mission for now?” Michelle inquired.

“You’re already doing it.” Michael pointed at Audrey. “Teach that one to be patient and quiet.” Audrey looked insulted. “She thinks every situation can be resolved by roaring in with a fully armored helicopter and blasting the shit out of it.”

“It’s worked in the past,” Audrey insisted.

“It has. And it may have its uses again,” Michael replied. “But for now, learn the subtlety needed to be a real hunter, not a warrior.”

“Yes, sir,” Audrey answered.

“We’ll do our best,” Michelle added.

“I’m counting on it,” Michael stated. “Now, get out of my helicopter. I need to be somewhere else.”

They unbuckled, opened the door, and climbed out. Audrey slammed the door, and the machine immediately lifted off.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


As Audrey drove home, they were mostly silent. They entered Kittredge, and Audrey commented, “You haven’t said how much you enjoyed the helicopter.”

“I can see why you love it the way you do,” Michelle replied. “I’m willing to fly more, but I’m good being on the ground, being in nature.”

“Did this help? Do you feel better about what we’re doing?”

“A little. But we’re still too early in the process.”

“No matter what, I trust Michael,” Audrey stated. “You can too.”

“Like I can trust you?”

“Yes,” Audrey confirmed.

“I’m trying,” Michelle returned. “Maybe in time.”

“I’ll work on quiet, you work on trust. Deal?” Audrey asked.

“It’s a deal.” Michelle wondered at the implications of what she had agreed to.


CHAPTER TWENTY


Audrey sprayed herself with tick repellent before their next trip into the woods. They ran the path as far as the fence. Michelle vaulted over it. Audrey’s method was a combination of a vault and a roll, but she landed on her feet. “I’m getting better already.”

“You are,” Michelle agreed. “From here, we’re silent.”

Audrey nodded. She followed three paces behind Michelle, placing her feet as close to where Michelle had set hers down as possible. Audrey watched as Michelle pointed at things that could poke or cling to clothing, would snag and snap or crunch as she went.

It was slow going, but Audrey felt she was successful at being quiet in the woods. Then, she placed her foot ahead of where Michelle had stepped. The breaking of the stick lying in the grass made Audrey think of a kid from school. He came down the slide and landed wrong. His breaking leg sounded like a gunshot, and the bone stuck straight out the side of his leg. His scream was even louder.

Audrey froze and closed her eyes. Was she in trouble? Had she gotten sloppy? She was feeling good and immediately screwed up. As she had seen during combat, even the best didn’t dare get cocky.

She opened her eyes. Michelle was in a low crouch but had not moved from where she had been when Audrey broke the stick. Michelle slowly lifted herself from the crouch until she was standing straight.

With her lower half remaining still, Michelle turned and looked at Audrey. “When you step wrong and make a noise, which you will again, try to get low so you’re smaller and harder to see or hit, then freeze. Do not move and risk making another noise until you’re sure nothing is coming after you because of the first one.”

“And if something comes of it?” Audrey asked.

“Be prepared,” Michelle added.

“Prepared to what? Run? Fight? What?”

“Yeah,” Michelle replied. “Any or all, whatever the situation requires.”

“You mean, like, if a bear responds to my noise, be prepared to run. Or if it’s a jealous spouse, be prepared to fight for what I want.”

“Exactly,” Michelle told her. “You were doing well.”

“Right until I got sloppy,” Audrey muttered.

“Yep. It doesn’t take much.” Michelle turned. “Back to being quiet.”

They continued their slow walk through the woods, with Audrey again stepping where Michelle had stepped. They had gone a little over half an hour and an unknown and insignificant distance when Michelle froze and held up a closed fist.

Audrey had seen that in enough movies to know what to do. She froze, then lowered herself, bending mostly at the knees until she was smaller, as instructed. The grasses and bushes around them blocked them from view.

Voices floated from someplace ahead.

Audrey tapped Michelle on the shoulder twice.

Michelle’s head jerked around, her body tense.

Audrey pointed ahead and to the left, a little northwest of their position, then held up two fingers.

Michelle smiled and nodded.

The talking continued, moving easterly in front of them. The conversation was low, intimate. There was some crunching of leaves, some scuffling of feet on the ground.

Michelle and Audrey remained where they were, frozen and listening. Both heads turned, following the progress of whoever shared the woods with them.

The voices moved out of range. Michelle and Audrey remained frozen. After a few minutes of quiet, Michelle rose from her crouch and moved forward again. Audrey remained where she was for an extra thirty seconds, then rose and followed.

Michelle’s path shifted from northerly toward the northwest, where they had first heard the voices.

She emerged from the brush and stepped onto the grass beside a dirt path. Audrey stopped a step back in the brush and lowered into a crouch.

“It’s okay,” Michelle told her. “We’re alone.”

Audrey stepped onto the grass. “Did you know they were in the woods with us before we stopped?”

“For a few minutes, yes,” Michelle replied. “Too much perfume.”

“I didn’t smell anything,” Audrey stated.

“That’s because you smell like tick repellent. Let’s follow their trail back to where they entered the woods."

“Okay,” Audrey answered. “Do we follow this path?”

“Almost everybody and everything uses this path,” Michelle stated. “You’ll have to track them.”

“How do we do that?” Audrey asked.

“Check the ground. Which footprints are the freshest?” Michelle replied.

“Well, start by eliminating the animal tracks.” Audrey pointed to the east. “We know they went that way, so we can eliminate the ones going the wrong direction.”

She leaned over. “There were two people, and the path is kind of wide, so we can guess they were walking side by side.” She pointed at a pair of footprints. “The ground is kind of damp. Those two there are best defined and kind of deep, so I believe those are the ones we want.”

“Very good,” Michelle stated. “Excellent analysis. And I agree. What else can you tell about the people we’re tracking?”

Audrey leaned close to one of the prints. “The foot is about the same size as mine.” She pointed at her print at the edge of the grass. “And it’s about as deep as mine, so one is a woman about my size. She is wearing athletic shoes that display even or no wear on the treads, so maybe a casual or new hiker, out for a walk in the woods.”

“Okay. And her friend?”

“It’s a man wearing boots,” Audrey continued. “He’s a big guy, too. The print is substantially larger than hers and much deeper. The length of the stride suggests he is going slower, at her pace.” She pointed at the edge of the print. “But the wear along the edge suggests he wears his often. I’d say he is a regular hiker.” She chuckled. “You smelled perfume. Could they be on a first date?”

“Maybe. Follow them. See where they go. Let’s see what else we can learn.”

“You wanted to go the way they came.”

“Change of plans. Follow them instead. Let’s see what we can see.”

“Voyeurism?” Audrey asked.

“Maybe. Don’t let them see or hear you, though.”

Audrey saluted and set off, following the path, examining the impressions in the dirt as she went. She also focused on moving quietly.

Michelle followed a few steps behind her. She smiled after Audrey lost the trail, circled a bit and found it again, then set off once more.

Michelle had walked this path many times. It was one of several crossing the National Wilderness Area. It went from the dirt road that ran alongside the National Wilderness Area on the west end all the way to Branch Creek. There, it intersected the trail Michelle had used to get into town before the Sheriff came looking for her the day Brandon died. It was slightly inside the wilderness area about fifty feet north of the Lewis property line.

They froze when they heard a pop and a laugh. Michelle pointed at an animal trail that turned to the north, off the path they had been on. Audrey nodded, and Michelle took the lead. They crept into the brush, then turned so they were headed parallel to the path.

Music emanated from somewhere along the path. Michelle smiled. Music playing made the woods noisier and being quiet easier. They continued to move as silently as possible, watching for leaves and sticks to crunch or break.

Between the trees, they spotted a clearing with short grass and abundant sunlight. Brandon had taken Michelle for a picnic lunch at this location once, early in their relationship, before he wanted her to recreate the porn he watched.

The couple had spread a blanket on the grass, lowered themselves onto it, and opened a picnic basket. The pop was from the bottle of sparkling wine they had opened and were pouring into plastic stemware.

The plastic glasses clicked as they toasted. He snapped the bottom off the plastic stemware and stood his glass on the ground next to the blanket. She took a big drink and handed him her glass. He removed the bottom, stood it next to his glass, then poured more into it.

He leaned forward, and they kissed. The kisses became more intense, then their arms wrapped around each other, and they lay on the blanket.

Audrey tapped Michelle and gestured to leave. Michelle nodded, and Audrey started away. Michelle watched a few seconds longer, then followed.

They reached the path and returned the way they came, moving less carefully and slightly faster than when they had followed the couple. Proceeding past where they had gotten on the path, they continued to the dirt road alongside the wilderness area. A car was parked on the shoulder. “It appears they rode together,” Audrey observed.

“It does. Two cars parked here would have been too obvious. Someone might have figured out their secret.”

“You don’t think it’s a date?”

“No. It’s a rendezvous,” Michelle stated.

“I love the woods,” Audrey suggested. “Where else can you have outdoor sex without being arrested?”

“It’s not all it’s cracked up to be,” Michelle replied. “You think he’s found a new spot to touch and drive you crazy, and you realize it’s a spider crawling up your thigh. Or what’s poking you is a stick or a rock. Or you’re cuddling, basking in the afterglow, and realize every creature in the forest can smell you and is waiting for you to leave so they can go back to hunting where you’re lying. Or if you might stay long enough that you could be lunch.”

“Wow. Sounds like you were really in love,” Audrey declared.

Michelle laughed. “As we talk about it, I don’t think Brandon and I ever, not once, had sex in a bed.”

“No wonder you’re such a romantic,” Audrey stated.

“I am, aren’t I?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Audrey sat on the front porch, reading a romance novel she had borrowed from Melinda when Michelle emerged from the house. “Do you run?”

“Not as much as I should,” Audrey replied.

“In that case, it’s time. Let me give you a close-up tour of my wonderful hometown.”

“How can I refuse?” Audrey looked at the cover of the book. “I was getting to the juicy part.”

“You can return to it after you’re good and sweaty,” Michelle replied.

“I’ll go change.” Audrey set the book on the table next to her chair and went into the house.

Michelle sat, picked up the book, opened it to a random page, and began to read. A few pages later, Audrey returned, wearing gray sweatpants and a tee shirt celebrating the Chicago Blues Festival. Michelle pointed at it. “Have you been there?”

Audrey looked at her shirt. “Sadly, no. Someone close to home had been. I bought it the day before I left DC.” She pointed at the book. “Are you to the juicy part?”

“I picked a random page. These must be the equivalent of porn. There are only juicy parts,” Michelle told her. “If only love and sex were this simple.”

“You mean they’re not? So, once I get started, I’m going to be disappointed?”

“You’re older than me. You really haven’t yet?” Michelle asked.

Audrey sighed loudly. “I have. And I’ve been disappointed.”

“One more thing we have in common.” Michelle set the book down and got to her feet. “How far are we going?”

“How far do you usually go?” Audrey asked.

“Usually ten miles, three or four times a week on city streets and county roads,” Michelle replied. “On the other days, I might do some trail running. Then it’s less distance, but it’s tougher going.”

“Wow. You’re serious,” Audrey concluded. “But okay, ten miles it is. Lead on.”

Michelle started to run. Audrey followed, then caught up to her. “No warmup?” They were going at a slow run.

“I do sometimes,” Michelle answered. “But my theory is I will probably need to run with short notice, no prep time, no warmup. Maybe uncomfortable shoes.”

“Like running from a bear?” Audrey asked.

“Or a person. I’m training myself to start cold, warm quickly and not complain.”

“Aren’t you afraid of hurting yourself?”

“Only a little. But after I’m warmed, I’ll push it. Then you’ll see if you can keep up.”

“I can keep up,” Audrey declared.

Michelle smiled and continued.

They had been running for almost a half-hour when a sheriff’s vehicle passed them and pulled to the side of the road, lights flashing.

“Were we speeding?” Audrey asked.

“No,” Michelle declared. “Remember who we aren’t.”

Sheriff Walker got out of the vehicle and walked a few steps in their direction. They stopped running as they approached the rear of his vehicle and smiling face. He had left his hat in the car. Walker stood with his feet about shoulder width apart and his hands resting near his weapon. “Well, Michelle Lewis, you’re back.”

“I am, Sheriff,” Michelle replied. “How are you?”

“I’m good. No, I’m excellent,” Walker stated. “How long have you been back?”

“A few weeks,” Michelle answered.

“How come I haven’t seen you before this?” he probed.

“I’ve been laying low, hanging around the house, crashing after graduation. If I run, it’s either early ’cause I can’t sleep or late ’cause I can’t sleep.”

“I understand not sleeping,” Walker replied. “Who is your friend?”

Audrey stuck out her hand. “Monica Hammond.”

“Hi, Monica. It’s nice to meet you. Where are you from, if you don’t mind my asking?”

“I don’t mind,” Audrey told him. “I grew up outside Harmony.”

“Ah, Amish country,” Walker stated. “Were you Amish?”

“No, but I grew up close to them. Their lifestyle choices were confusing. I liked TV too much.”

Walker laughed. “I get it. I like the finer things, too. Like running water you don’t have to pump or carry. Where did you two meet?”

“At school,” Audrey explained. “I was a teaching assistant. Organic chemistry. We bonded over our disrespect for the teacher.”

“What did he do?”

“Took the fun out of it,” Audrey replied.

“That couldn’t have been too hard. Geez. Organic chemistry. What were you going to do with that?” Walker asked.

“I was thinking of being a pharmacist.”

“Going to serve people?”

“Going for the money,” she proclaimed. “Decided it would be too much work.”

“What are you into now?” Walker prodded.

“I’ll probably teach high school chemistry somewhere.”

“Are you thinking here, at Kittredge Area Consolidate High School?” Walker suggested.

“I’m not thinking anywhere yet. I’m not ready to make any decisions.”

“What about you, Michelle? What are you into?”

“My degree is in business administration,” Michelle answered.

“You didn’t go into the environmental stuff? A chance to be out in nature?”

“No, I went for the money,” Michelle admitted. “Too many environmental jobs are either for the government or for a non-profit. I’d rather support them than get paid enough to barely live on.”

Walker laughed. “I understand. Being sheriff doesn’t pay that well either.” He looked at their shoes. “You took up running shortly before you left. You’re still doing it?”

“I am,” Michelle confirmed. “It’s how I enjoyed nature when I was at college, and it still works. Clears all the business bullshit out of my brain.”

“How long has it been since we last talked?” he asked.

“At least four years,” Michelle replied. “It took me four years to get through the U, mostly because I couldn’t decide anything for the first year.”

“What was there to decide?”

“If I was going to go for okay money, good money, or really good money,” Michelle answered.

“What did you figure out?”

“I’m vacillating between good money and really good money. Okay money is not okay enough.”

Walker laughed. “It’s good to see you. And it’s nice to meet you, Monica Hammond. I’ll let you get back to your run.”

“It’s nice to meet you too, Sheriff,” Audrey replied.

“I’m sure we’ll see you around,” Michelle added. “At least until we make a decision or two.”

He turned and walked toward his car door. “All right, you both have a nice day. We’ll see you soon.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


Michelle and Audrey ran past Walker’s SUV. He was already working at his computer, probably checking on the two of them. They didn’t talk until they were about a half mile down the road.

“Who the hell is Monica Hammond?” Michelle asked.

“What the hell was that?” Audrey snapped. “Okay, you go first.”

“No, you.”

“Fine. Monica Hammond is one of my alter egos.”

“You mean aliases,” Michelle stated.

“Call it what you will.”

“Why do you have alter egos?” Michelle continued.

“No. Your turn. What’s up with you and Walker?”

“I shouldn’t tell you,” Michelle muttered. “I shouldn’t involve you.”

“So, he is slimy,” Audrey stated.

“How do you know that?” Michelle asked.

“You’ve been on Michael’s radar for a while. We started checking everything about your life a little over a year ago when he decided you should be on the team,” Audrey explained.

“Wow. A year ago?” Michelle ran a few strides without saying anything. “And Walker came up on your search?”

“A lot of things around here didn’t add up. How bad is he?”

“He killed my boyfriend senior year of high school.”

“Holy shit, are you kidding me?” Audrey almost ran off the road. “Did you tell someone?”

“Who was I going to tell?” Michelle asked. “It was him, the mayor, and a member of the city council. That bastard happens to be the banker who controls the mortgages on almost everybody in the area. What was I going to do? Make an accusation and ruin a lot of lives?”

“What did you do?”

“Made sure I had an alibi, made sure he didn’t think I knew, and left town,” Michelle answered.

“But you haven’t let it go, have you?” Audrey stated.

“No, I haven’t. I can’t,” Michelle replied. “I’ve been working on a plan.”

“How is your plan coming?”

“Not well. I’m too busy babysitting you.” Michelle laughed. “I’ve been digging, but I’m being careful.”

“What’s our next step?” Audrey inquired.

“Oh no,” Michelle declared. “You’re not in this. And I’m not sure I’m ready to do anything. I may let the bastards die of old age.”

“No, you won’t. You were in love. Now, you’re pissed off. You’ll never be able to let it go.”

“You’re right, I won’t,” Michelle agreed. “But this is my problem. It has nothing to do with you and Michael and whatever job you’ve gotten me into.”

“Remember when Michael said you would get to pick some of your own missions?”

“Yeah.”

“This is the kind of mission he would expect,” Audrey proclaimed. “Saving America from itself.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


Audrey finished reading the local paper and an article about the most recent city council meeting. “It doesn’t say much, does it.”

“Does that mean the newspaper is in on it or that most business takes place outside the city council meetings?” Michelle suggested.

“What’s your immediate reaction to your own question?” Audrey asked.

“The owner of the newspaper moved here while I was away,” Michelle stated. “My initial reaction is he doesn’t know the truth about things, and most city business is off the record.”

“Unless he bought the paper already knowing the bosses were corrupt, that would be my reaction, too,” Audrey agreed. “We will start by checking him out.”

“And if he checks out clean?”

“We allow him to continue his work and try to recruit him to our side,” Audrey replied.

“And if that doesn’t work?” Michelle continued.

“Then we make sure he isn’t on their side. One way or another.”

“Sounds rather ominous,” Michelle stated.

“Let’s hope it doesn’t reach that level.”

“Can it? I mean, has it before?”

Audrey gave her a sad smile and didn’t answer.
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At dinner, Michelle asked her mom and dad for the rundown on the local gossip. Robert had rolled his eyes but shared what was happening with the area's farmers, mostly those who had sold or acquired more land and who had changed techniques.

Melinda provided the most information, a litany of births, deaths, and divorces. One rumor of particular interest was that the lone woman on the city council, a close ally of the banker, might be having marital problems. It seemed city business was consuming too much of her time to please her husband. There was some speculation it was due to the closeness of her relationship with the banker.

“It isn’t the banker,” Michelle insisted.

“Really?” Melinda asked.

“Yeah. That would be Alana Pahl. We saw her with her friend the other day,” Michelle continued.

“We did?” Audrey stated.

“You know, when we were on our hike,” Michelle added.

“Oh, them. You didn’t say you recognized them.”

“I didn’t think it mattered.”

“Who was she with?” Melinda inquired.

“The owner of the hardware store, Lance Redman,” Michelle answered.

“It’s good that Lance is getting back out there. He’s such a nice man,” Melinda affirmed.

“He could have chosen better,” Robert muttered.

“It’s such a sad story,” Melinda continued. “His wife died of cancer about two years ago. He was an absolute mess. I thought sure he would die shortly after from a broken heart.”

“Now he’ll probably die from something he gets from her,” Michelle grumbled.

“That’s a terrible thing to say,” Melinda snapped.

“She’s a politician. Who knows who else she’s in bed with.” Or why, Michelle thought.

Robert and Melinda combined to tell one story that almost broke Michelle’s heart. Since Brandon Young had left town without a word, his mom had left, too. But people knew where she went. She was living with her sister in Duluth.

Garth Young still lived on the farm, but his heart wasn’t in it. That was obvious from the visible decline. The lawn had gone to weeds. The crops were always in need of irrigation, and he rarely turned the system on. If he did, he didn’t move the sprinklers, so only one spot received water. The vegetable stand at the end of the driveway went unattended and collapsed the year before in a blizzard. It was still lying where it had fallen, the weeds and grass growing tall around it.

Michelle couldn’t tell his mom and dad what had really happened to Brandon. Nor could she say anything yet to help his parents. She didn’t know if she could face his dad.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Over a period of a few days, their runs had zigzagged through Kittredge. Along the way, Michelle pointed out the homes of the sheriff, the mayor, and the city council member who was president of the bank. She also pointed out the homes of the remaining city council members, the hardware store owner, and the new owner of the newspaper.

“Power is concentrated in the hands of very few. We don’t know if all of the city council is corrupt, but we have to assume so.”

“Even if they’re not involved with Brandon, that doesn’t mean they aren’t dirty in another way, so we should try to check them out before we get too far,” Audrey commented. “We also want to believe the newspaper owner is clean, but we need to prove that too.” They sat silent for a bit. “What’s our first step?”

“Ice cream,” Michelle announced.

“Really? We’re trying to avenge your friend and save the town, and you want to start with ice cream?” Audrey asked.

“Ruby’s Diner has always had great pie, but pie doesn’t travel well. You can’t eat it and walk,” Michelle explained. “But they also serve ice cream. We’re going to get a cone and walk around town or sit in the park and watch.”

“Makes sense. Ice cream it is.”
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Ruby’s Diner had a cooler behind the counter that contained eight five-gallon cardboard buckets of ice cream. Michelle ordered a single scoop of raspberry-chocolate swirl. Audrey couldn’t decide between the black cherry and the maple nut and was prepared to order a scoop of each until she saw the heap of ice cream on top of Michelle’s cone.

She asked if there was such a thing as a half scoop. When she heard it was possible, she ordered a half scoop each, with the maple nut on the bottom. As they walked out of Ruby’s, Audrey remarked, “This is still huge. I don’t know if I can finish it. You may have to help.”

Michelle laughed. “You’ve barely started, and you’re already giving up? Might be a character flaw. But I’m sure I can help if you need it.” She pointed. “You need to lick faster and work some on this side.”

Audrey turned the cone and licked faster.

They crossed Main Street and went into Town Square Park, next to the library. At the other end of the park was the building that was home to the Dunn County Gazette. They went to a picnic table and sat on the bench, their backs to the table, their faces to the newspaper office.

“What are we hoping to see?” Audrey asked.

“I have no idea. But we’ll probably know it when it happens.”

“I sure hope so. Besides watching and ice cream, do we have a plan?”

“I’m new at this stuff, so no, I don’t have a plan,” Michelle admitted. “Don’t you?”

“What comes after the ice cream?” Audrey inquired.

“So no, you don’t have a plan either,” Michelle stated.

The rear door of the Dunn County Gazette opened. A man in his thirties with close-cropped brown hair and a neatly trimmed goatee came through the door. “That’s our guy,” Michelle acknowledged. He walked quickly toward his car, parked in a space at the end of the building.

A man of medium height, thin with a paunch, hustled after the first man. “That’s the banker, McCarthy,” she explained.

“Isn’t it funny how you can see a person and immediately dislike them?” Audrey asked.

“The guy does make your skin crawl,” Michelle agreed.

“You would be wise to listen to us,” McCarthy called. “Your future depends on it.”

The newspaperman stood next to his open car door. “I’ve listened to you. Right now, my future depends on getting to the school board meeting. I have a paper to write. And the citizens of our lovely town want to know what the school board has planned for them.”

“Seriously, think about it. It’s in your best interest,” McCarthy reiterated.

The car door slammed, and the banker turned and walked to his own car.

“That was interesting,” Michelle mused.

Both cars left the parking lot in a hurry.

“It was, wasn’t it? I don’t think they meant for us to hear it.” Audrey bit into her cone. “I’m developing a plan. I need to get somewhere secure, like my office in the cities.”

“You have an office? In the Twin Cities?” Michelle looked at her. “I thought you worked for the colonel in Washington.”

“I do. But before I came to train with you, he set me up with a local office.”

“Why?” Michelle asked.

“In case I needed a place to call home,” Audrey replied.

“You moved in with me,” Michelle pointed out.

“I know, but I was prepared to stay in a hotel until you suggested it,” Audrey stated. “And there was a good chance my working with you wouldn’t work, so I needed a place to retreat.”

“Why wouldn’t working with me have worked?”

“Because you’re difficult.”

“I’m not… Okay, you might be right,” Michelle admitted.

“At least some of the time,” Audrey confirmed.

“But I’m new to this.”

“That should make you more willing to follow instructions, not less,” Audrey suggested.

“Would you have moved into a hotel if you had to retreat to the office?” Michelle asked. “Or slept there?”

“It’s a nice office. I could have,” Audrey acknowledged.

“What are you going to do that can’t be done from here?”

“It all probably could be, but we don’t know how secure the connections are around here. How much do you actually talk about serious things? How much do you trust the people living around you?” Audrey turned her ice cream. Seeing no out-of-control drips, she took another bite of cone.

“Only my family. And them, barely.” Michelle got to her feet. “Our next stop is your office.”

“Not quite.” Michelle’s ice cream was gone. She turned and saw Audrey finish her last bite. “We have one stop before we can go.” Michelle got to her feet.

“Where’s that?” Audrey asked.

“The newspaper office,” Michelle answered.

“But he’s not there. We watched him leave.”

“He was first out the door, and he didn’t lock it behind himself,” Michelle explained. “Maybe he has an automatic lock, or maybe someone else is working, or maybe the door is open, in which case we should be good neighbors and make sure the place isn’t being robbed.”

“I don’t know.”

“Fine. Wait here. I’ll be right back.” Michelle started across the park. Audrey jumped to her feet and scurried after her. Michelle looked at her. “Would you try to look calm? Look like we belong here. We’re only customers.”

“Are we?” Audrey asked.

“We are. I’ve got a plan if we need one.”

“I feel so much better,” Audrey muttered.

“How are you ever going to be a spy?”

“Spy? Where did you get that idea? I fly helicopters.”

“That must mean I’m the spy, and you’re my backup or support or whatever,” Michelle continued. “So, wait out here until I need your help.”

“Not on your life,” Audrey declared. “Where you go, I go.”

“Suit yourself.”

They reached the door to the newspaper office. Michelle grabbed the handle and pulled.

The door was locked.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The drive to an industrial park on the north edge of the Twin Cities was not quite two hours long. Audrey drove. The ride was mostly silent. They took the Highway 96 exit in Shoreview, headed west, then south into an industrial park that closed at five o’clock. Audrey steered the car into a space near the end of the building. The two units next to it appeared empty. There were no signs on the doors, nothing visible in the windows.

“Are you sure?” Michelle asked.

“Positive,” Audrey replied. “I’ve been here before. I used it every day for two weeks before I came to your house.”

“The whole setup seems questionable,” Michelle remarked. “I mean, what actually goes on around here? Do you know? Do you know your neighbors? Is it secure?”

“Very. The neighbors have been vetted, and so has the building owner. The next unit is empty, the one after that contains a printing company that never looks open, and the one after that is the kitchen for a company that makes soup mixes. All of them work normal business hours. The entire place is swept on a regular basis for electronic equipment that shouldn’t be here, and our building has a jammer. We use a landline to access secure servers that most of the world doesn’t know exists.” Audrey smiled. “It’s like home.”

“What did you do while you hung out here for two weeks?” Michelle inquired.

“Researched you,” Audrey stated.

“Only me?”

“And everybody you know,” Audrey admitted. “I needed to know if you were a security risk.”

“I thought the FBI issued security clearances.”

“They do, and they do a thorough job. They know everything about you.” Audrey smiled. “But now, I know more.”

“I don’t know if I like this.”

“It’s okay,” Audrey assured her. “Nothing in your life raises flags, makes the government or anybody you know think you might not be who you say you are.”

“How long will that last? I mean, with the job I think you and Michael are getting me into, how long until I have secrets that no one should know?”

Audrey stared for a long moment. “Your secrets, whatever they may be, will be safe with me and Michael for the rest of our lives. Unless you blab.” She got out of the car.

“I’d never blab,” Michelle promised to a closing car door. She got out and followed Audrey.

As they approached the door, the lights came on. “Jesus, it isn’t even dark,” Michelle muttered. “Spotlights? Stage lights? You could tan.”

“Quite the deterrent,” Audrey agreed. “Make it impossible to hide from the cameras.”

Michelle looked around. There were two cameras above the door, one at the corner of the building and one on every light pole in the parking lot. “Don’t your neighbors wonder why all the cameras? You know, like, what are you up to, or what are you hiding?”

“No, our neighbors are quiet, would rather not know.” Audrey put a key in the door and turned it.

“How can you be sure?” Michelle pressed.

“Because two people who look like stereotypical government agents went around and introduced themselves to our new neighbors. Their appearance discouraged questions.” Audrey moved to a second lock and put in the key.

“I’m sure it did.” Michelle looked around. “You don’t look like the CIA or the IRS. Hasn’t anybody approached you, tried to become friendly?”

“No. Should they?” Audrey pulled open the door and let Michelle pass.

“I suppose not. I would have thought it might be human nature to want to know your neighbors.”

“How well do you know your neighbors?” Audrey asked.

“Pretty well. I’ve lived near most of them my whole life.”

“Yet they killed your boyfriend. Did you think they could do that before you watched them do it?”

“Wow. That’s harsh, but no. I mean, a few of them were creepy, but I didn’t think they could actually murder someone,” Michelle admitted.

“Then cover it up and apparently get away with it,” Audrey added.

“Turns out you can’t know people well enough, can you?” Michelle asked.

“Things change, people change,” Audrey remarked. “You can never be certain about anything when people are involved.”

The reception area was empty. Audrey led Michelle through a large room. It might have been a lunchroom or conference room. The floor was carpeted. An old, eight-foot-long table with metal legs and a Formica top stood in the center, surrounded by six chairs. In one corner was a counter complete with a sink, microwave, and coffee maker.

They went through a door at the other end and down a short hall. There were two doors on the left side and one on the right. Audrey used a key to open the first door on the left and went in.

“How come you’re using keys? Can’t you afford electronic entrances? Wouldn’t that be more secure?”

“They’re coming, assuming we stay here long enough,” Audrey replied.

“State of the art, I’m sure,” Michelle stated.

“Absolutely. Nothing but the best for us.”

The office had an old wooden desk. It looked solid and heavy. There were a few chips out of the corner where it had been banged going through a doorway or in and out of a truck. “Nice desk.” Michelle rubbed her fingers along the grain. “Something you brought from home?”

“It was here.” Audrey circled behind the desk and sat in a metal folding chair, then bounced it closer to the desk. On top was a new monitor. It still had the protective plastic sheet on the base. She reached beneath the desk, and a computer whirred to life.

“Where are the restrooms?” Michelle asked.

“Through the door on the opposite side of the hall, into the warehouse, then to the right. The lights should turn on automatically as you go through the door.”

Michelle crossed the hall and opened the door. A glow came through and into the hallway. “Holy shit. Is all this yours? Or ours? What is it?”

Audrey left her chair and followed Michelle. “Wow. This wasn’t here the last time I was.”

“This is like the warehouse in the Raiders of the Lost Ark,” Michelle exclaimed. “You could get lost in here.”

Visible from the first banks of lights that automatically turned on were four rows of wooden crates stacked from the floor almost to the twenty-foot ceiling. The crates were of varying lengths, but all were large enough to carry bulky objects. The smallest was about the size of a person.

Michelle thought of crates she had seen used to haul weapons in the movies. Each crate had a large, four-digit number painted on the side. The numbers went sequentially, starting at 0001. Also on each crate, in paint, was a twelve-digit number.

She couldn’t see a pattern to those. Maybe they were part numbers or something else, signifying what was in the crate. There were hundreds of crates extending off into the shadows. She didn’t bother looking for the highest number. “What kind of shit are we into?”

“I’m sure there is a reasonable explanation,” Audrey replied.

“I’m not going to ask. I’m sure it’s above my security clearance, and I’m not sure I want to know.” Michelle gestured wildly with her hand. “But if this is for a revolution somewhere, I won’t be involved.”

“We don’t do that,” Audrey insisted.

“We have before,” Michelle reminded her.

“Not us. That was other people.”

“They had the same boss we do,” Michelle stated.

“It was a different time. Different leaders were there. Not us,” Audrey grumbled.

“I’m going to take your word for it. As long as we’re clear on what I will not do.”

“I agree with you, and I understand your concerns. We’ll take it up with Michael.” Audrey pointed. “There is the restroom.”

Michelle went to the corner of the giant room, found a marked door, and pushed it open. She reached inside and flipped on the light. Before going in, she turned and looked. Audrey was watching her.

Audrey smiled quickly and returned to the office.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


Audrey had a browser open and was staring at the screen when Michelle returned to the office. “I started with the owner of the newspaper, Ryan Westrum. Is that okay?”

“It is. We have to look at them all eventually. But so far, I don’t think he’s one of them. What we heard sounded like a difference of opinion.” Michelle pointed at the computer. “What kind of information can you get to?”

“All of it.”

“Absolutely everything about a person?” Michelle asked. “Even sealed records, stuff people have kept private, that kind of thing?”

“If it’s digital, we can get it,” Audrey replied. “We are the government, after all.”

“But don’t we need warrants to see some of it?”

“If it’s going to court, then yes. But what we’re doing? No, we don’t need any warrants.”

“Something about that doesn’t sound right,” Michelle insisted.

“I don’t know. But it is what it is,” Michelle stated. “Michael already had it set up when we started. We have the access we need so we can do our jobs.”

“After what I’ve seen and learned today, I’m not sure I accept or even understand what our jobs really are. Once again. What do we truly do?”

“For lack of a better explanation, besides protecting the Constitution, Michael will say we fix things. That’s probably the easiest way to explain it.” Audrey’s fingers flew on the keys and came to a stop as the image on the screen changed. “So far, it looks as if your new newspaperman’s record is about what we would expect for a small-town reporter.

“Westrum has a charge of obstructing justice that was dropped. It seems he questioned how the police were handling a suspect. There were charges of trespassing, also dropped. He was reporting on some demonstrations, and when they turned into a riot, Westrum was scooped up in spite of his press credentials. A few speeding tickets, a charge of following an ambulance too closely.”

“An ambulance chaser?” Michelle asked. “I thought that was only lawyers.”

“That was when he was in Rochester,” Audrey pointed out. “It was a larger market and larger newspaper. I’m sure there was a lot of competition to get the scoop.”

“Now he’s in a small town where the biggest scoop is whose dog is pooping where they shouldn’t and who isn’t scooping it up,” Michelle muttered.

“You make your hometown sound boring.”

“It used to be. Now, I can see that boring little small towns are not a bad thing.”

A noise came from the warehouse section. Michelle stood straight and looked toward the door. Audrey pulled open a desk drawer and lifted out a semi-automatic pistol.

“Are you always armed?” Michelle asked quietly.

“Aren’t you?”

“I haven’t seen you with a gun.”

“I have one in my car, one under my pillow, and one here,” Audrey told her. “Where are yours?”

“I’m not actively doing anything. I haven’t been carrying.”

“We’ll talk about that. Stay here. Be quiet.” Audrey got to her feet.

Michael Turner’s deep voice boomed out. “Good evening, ladies. Please hold your fire.”

Michelle relaxed. Audrey did, too. She returned the weapon to the drawer, which she did not close. Nor did she return to her chair.

Michael Turner opened the door, crossed the hallway, and entered the office. Michelle and Audrey stood at attention. “It’s nice to see you.” He smiled. Then the smile left. “What have you been up to? You both look guilty.”

“We’ve been doing a little research. Michelle selected her first mission,” Audrey announced.

“Great. Am I allowed the details?”

Michelle changed the subject. “What’s in all the crates?”

“What crates?” Michael asked.

“I had to use the restroom,” Michelle told him. “I saw the crates.”

“Oh, those crates,” Michael replied. “They’re nothing for you to worry about.” Michelle’s gaze didn’t waver, and he sighed. “They are supplies being shipped by another department to people who need them.”

“They resemble weapon crates,” Michelle stated. “Are we dealing in arms? Are we selling weapons to people who should have them? Or weapons to people who shouldn’t?”

“No one should have weapons,” Michael declared.

“Interesting position for a man in the military,” Michelle sniped.

“I’d be okay being unemployed,” Michael replied. “If we didn’t have people who wanted power and control at the expense of everybody else, if we didn’t have systems that held people down so they thought they had no choice but to do something ungodly, no one would need weapons.”

Michelle kept her eyes locked on his for a few breaths. “Are we selling weapons to people who shouldn’t have them?” she asked.

Michael laughed. “Nice. Excellent technique. No, we are not.”

“Then what’s in the crates?” Michelle persisted.

“Didn’t you look?” Michael asked.

Audrey and Michelle looked at each other. “Of course not,” Audrey announced.

“Didn’t consider it,” Michelle replied.

It was Michael Turner’s turn to stare.

“Okay, we didn’t consider it for long.”

Audrey’s mouth dropped open.

“Okay, Audrey didn’t consider it at all. I didn’t consider it for long.”

“How long would you have considered it if you’d have been alone?” Michael asked.

“Not at all,” Michelle answered. “First off, if it wasn’t for Audrey, I wouldn’t have known about the place, would never have been here, and would never have seen the crates.” She smiled. “And if I had been alone, there would have been no considering. I would have popped them open in a second.”

“Good answer,” Michael remarked. “Follow your instincts, see where they lead you.”

“But…” Audrey grumbled.

Michael laughed. “You’re fine. Your position is different, always will be. I would expect you to follow protocols. I want Michelle looking.”

“Even without warrants and probable cause?” Audrey asked.

“Even then,” Michael replied. “With what she’s going to be doing, there may not be a need for warrants. Often, there won’t be time. Something will need to happen. And it must. And there will probably never be a need to apologize and ask for forgiveness.”

“This doesn’t sound good,” Michelle muttered. “What am I going to be doing?”

“Tell me what you’re working on,” Michael continued.

“The Sheriff of Dunn County, the banker, and another member of the city council murdered a friend of mine,” Michelle replied. “So far, they’ve gotten away with it.”

“You’re telling me you want justice,” Michael stated.

“Absolutely,” Michelle agreed.

“That’s exactly what I want you working on,” Michael concluded.

“What’s in the crates?” Michelle asked.

“I don’t know,” Michael answered. “An executive in another department asked me to help store some materials between transfers.”

“Sounds questionable,” Michelle grumbled.

“It might be,” Michael conceded. “But at my level, we don’t ask questions.”

“Plausible deniability?” Michelle asked.

“That too. More importantly, keeping them out of our business. If we ask questions, someday, they will too.”

“I can see where that would be bad,” Michelle replied.

“Worse than you can imagine,” Michael stated. “Do we have a plan for our mission?”

“Not really,” Michelle admitted. “That’s why I haven’t done anything yet.”

“Understandable. At this point in the process, as part of developing a plan, look for weaknesses and follow the money. One may lead to the other. And it’s almost always money that gets our interest first.”

“That I understand. But none of these people look rich. They have nice houses, but they’re not the nicest in the area.” Michelle shook her head. “They are not flaunting any wealth.”

“People who have money have it because they keep it. You don’t keep it by flaunting it and attracting attention to yourselves. That’s a sign of insecurity or an invitation for someone worse to come get it,” Michael explained.

“They murdered my friend. How much worse can they be?”

“Well, now they have you coming after them. I’m guessing they’ll find out.”

Michelle laughed. “I guess they will. And so will we. But the other guy they murdered, we need to know his story too. Why they were in the woods, why Brandon was killed.”

“You’re right,” Audrey returned. “Brandon may have been collateral damage. The other man in the grave might be the key.”

“We can start with a search for people who went missing about that time. Somebody has to be missing him,” Michael suggested. “Could you describe him to a sketch artist?”

“Maybe. I’ll think about it. Try to refresh my memory.”

“I’ll set it up. Expect a call, and be prepared to return here on short notice. In the meantime, give me a list of names and businesses involved, any addresses you know off the top of your heads, and let me start looking into things. You two go home and return to your training. Keep your eyes open, but your heads down.”

“But…” Audrey and Michelle chorused.

“But nothing. Consider it an order if you need to,” Michael stated. “Let me get some resources on it. It doesn’t have to be your mission alone.”

“Is this a test?” Michelle asked.

Michael laughed. “What kind of test?”

“You’re trying to learn if I work well with others, can take orders, and be patient,” Michelle replied.

“That sounds about right, but remember, everything is a test. Since you’re in the cities, you should go out for a nice dinner, put it on Audrey’s credit card, then return to Kittredge and train.” Michael looked from one to the other. “When I call, be ready. Things might happen fast after that.” He looked at them each again. “Can you do that?”

“Yes, sir,” Audrey replied.

“Yes, Michael, we can.” Michelle chuckled. “Notice how I left your rank out of it. Pretty good, huh?”

“You might be learning quicker than your counterpart. But don’t get too cocky yet,” Michael replied. “You can leave. I’ll do some work and shut the place down.”

“Wait,” Michelle protested.

“It’s time to go.” Audrey got to her feet. When Michelle looked at her, she gestured toward the door.

Michelle took a step toward the door. “Okay. Well, have a nice evening.”

“I will. You do the same. We will talk soon. Then we’ll turn you loose.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


In the car, Michelle asked, “What was that all about?”

“We had been dismissed,” Audrey explained. “He doesn’t like being questioned after he’s issued a directive.”

“I guess I missed the part where he said leaving was an order.”

“It was heavily implied. You’ll learn his moods and implications better after you’ve worked with him more. In the meantime, as we were driving down, I saw a billboard advertising all-you-can-eat crab legs. That’s where we’re going for dinner.”

“Where was that? I didn’t see the sign. Was I sleeping?” Michelle inquired.

“No, you were awake. You were looking out the window when it flashed on one of those big electronic signs that are popping up everywhere,” Audrey replied.

“Oh. One of those. I hate them. They’re uglier and more distracting than the old ones.”

“They are, but crab always gets my attention. We’re going to Forest Lake. I love crab, and I can eat a lot.”

“According to the implied orders, we’ll have to work it off tomorrow,” Michelle added.

“Oh, definitely tomorrow. I will not exercise on a stomach full of crab. It’s a waste of effort on both counts.”
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Audrey had a few glasses of wine with her all-you-can-eat crab. Michelle drove them home. Every few miles, Audrey would grumble, “Why did you let me eat so much,” or “Why did you let me drink so much?”

The first time, Michelle retorted, “I didn’t realize I was counting your calories.” Eventually, her answer changed to “Because I love to hear you whine.”
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Audrey groaned when Michelle entered the bedroom and let the shades roll up with a snap, flooding the bed with bright sunshine. “C’mon. We’ve got work to do.”

“What would that be?” Audrey asked.

“Cleanse your system,” Michelle stated.

“It’s okay if we work on that tomorrow.” Audrey pulled the pillow over her head. “How much did I drink? I can’t see.”

“Your eyes are closed, and your head is under the pillow. You could see until the sun came in the window.”

“You burned out my eyeballs,” Audrey grumbled.

“In that case, you won’t see where I’m taking you,” Michelle returned.

“Where are you taking me?”

“Into the woods,” Michelle replied.

“Are you going to abandon me there? I think you have orders against abandoning me in the woods.”

“Those would be implied orders only. They are countermanded by whining. It wouldn’t be my fault if you didn’t make it back. C’mon, let’s go. Daylight is wasting.”

“I’m not whining,” Audrey muttered. “I overdid it. I am unwell.”

“What would Michael say?” Michelle asked.

“You wouldn’t,” Audrey replied.

“Of course not. Like I won’t abandon you in the woods.”

“Thank you for that,” Audrey told her. “Can I have another hour?”

“I suppose. It’s not like we’re on a tight schedule yet. Even though morning is almost over.”

“It is? I slept the morning away?” Audrey asked. “How much did I drink?”

“I didn’t think you had that much, but yes, you’ve slept all morning,” Michelle replied. “I guess you needed sleep. And that would be why the sun was so bright in the window.”

“Oh, God, I’m sorry. We were supposed to be training.”

“It’s okay. We don’t have a deadline,” Michelle told her. “And I’ve been training.”

“What have you done?” Audrey asked.

“I went for a ten-mile run. Then worked on my archery skills.”

“Bow and arrow? How many ways can you kill a person?” Audrey frowned.

“How many ways do you want them dead?”

“But you’ve never been through boot camp. I’ve read your files.”

“Did I miss anything?” Michelle asked.

“I don’t know. I suspect not.”

“Then we’re good. We're heading into the woods if you’re ready to start your afternoon.”

“I’ll meet you outside in ten,” Audrey stated.

“Make it the kitchen. I need lunch, and you need breakfast,” Michelle replied.

“Okay. See you in the kitchen.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


Audrey stood on the front lawn as Michelle sat on the top step and laced her shoes. A delivery van pulled into the driveway and close to the house. The driver climbed out of the van and walked up to Audrey. “I’m looking for Michelle Lewis. I have two packages for her. My instructions were to make sure she personally received them.” He was clean-shaven with a neatly pressed uniform. Neither his uniform nor his van had any kind of markings.

Michelle came up next to Audrey. “I’m Michelle.”

“I’ll need some ID.”

“I’ll have to get it from the house.”

“Please do. I’m on a tight schedule.”

Michelle turned and slowly walked to the house.

“This is rather peculiar,” Audrey stated. “Do you have some paperwork I can see?”

“Are you Michelle Lewis?”

“No,” Audrey replied.

“Then no, I do not have anything you can see.”

Michelle returned, wearing an unzipped sweatshirt. She extended her hand, holding out her Minnesota driver’s license. “Is this good enough?”

“That will work fine.”

“Who sent you?” Michelle asked.

“Everything you need to know is included in the delivery. There are two boxes. They are rather heavy. Where can I leave them?”

Michelle slid her hand inside her sweatshirt. “I think in the yard, right about where your van is, will be fine. We can move them, and if they’re really heavy, we can use one of the tractors.”

“As you wish.” The driver walked to the rear of the van and opened the double doors. He stepped back, away from the van, arms filled by a wooden crate about two and a half feet square and two feet thick, and turned toward the lawn. He smiled when he saw Michelle holding a semi-automatic pistol, pointed at the center of his chest.

“Very good.” He smiled. “You can never be too careful.”

“Who sent you?” Michelle asked. “What is this shit?”

“This shit…” He looked around quickly. “Is from Colonel Turner.”

“Are you supposed to be referring to him by rank?” Michelle had not lowered the gun. It was only the first test.

“No. I know, not using his rank is an order I find difficult to follow.”

“Me too.” The gun raised until it was pointed at his nose. “You’re the helicopter pilot, aren’t you?”

“I am. How did you recognize me? You didn’t get a very good look. I was in the cockpit and in my helmet.”

“It’s the jawline and the mole on your cheek,” Michelle replied.

He nodded.

“What’s your deal?” Audrey’s brows drew together, and she took a step in his direction.

“Can I set this down? It’s kind of heavy.”

“No,” Audrey and Michelle replied almost in unison.

“Not until I’m convinced you don’t need to be shot,” Michelle added. “So, what is your deal? Let’s start with a name.”

“Lieutenant Commander Nathan Felknor, United States Air Force, at your service.”

“Okay, Nathan, why are you here?” Michelle asked.

“I am supposed to deliver these two packages to you.”

“For what purpose?” Michelle pressed.

“According to the…according to Michael, this is for the next steps in your training.”

“Why you?” Michelle continued.

“We were in the cities. He had a few meetings today. Apparently, I was expendable.”

“Feels good, being expendable, doesn’t it,” Michelle snapped.

“When did you feel expendable?” Audrey countered.

“It’s what started me down this path,” Michelle added.

“What do you do for Michael?” Audrey asked.

“Like you, I’ve been assigned to his detail. I do what he tells me. Or, in his case, what he asks.”

“He is a different type of leader,” Audrey agreed. “Where did he find you?”

“I spent a few years with the military police. Lately, I’ve been attached to the U.S. Marshals Service, helping investigate war crimes,” Felknor explained.

“We investigate war crimes in the U.S.?” Michelle asked.

“No, we go where the justice department sends us. I do some forensic and investigative work, handle logistics and security for the real war crimes investigators.” Felknor smiled. “Since joining Michael, I mainly do whatever Audrey isn’t doing because she’s on assignment.”

“You’re my backup?” Audrey stated.

“I try. You’ve set a really high bar. Some days, I get close.” Felknor adjusted the package in his arms. “Now, can I set this down?”

“Back in the van. Slowly.” Michelle gestured with the gun.

Felknor turned toward the van. “I don’t mean to complain, but you have the safety off and your finger on the trigger. Are you really prepared to shoot me?”

“You bet your ass I am. Or let me rephrase that. I’m willing to bet your life I am.”

He set the crate down and stepped away from the van. He shook his arms out, trying to get the blood flowing and ease the muscle strain.

“Your turn,” Michelle invited. “Let’s see some ID.”

“I am not carrying my real ID. I am traveling incognito, like Audrey,” Felknor replied.

“What’s her alias?” Michelle asked.

“I don’t know who she is this week.”

“Then how do we believe you?” Michelle pressed.

“You recognized me from the helo. Isn’t that enough?”

“It should be, but no,” Michelle replied.

“Can we make a call?” Felknor asked. “You would believe Michael, wouldn’t you?”

“Maybe. Or maybe I’ll shoot you when you reach for your phone and tell Michael you never arrived.”

Felknor raised his hands. “Let’s not do anything hasty.” He looked at Audrey. “Did she treat you like this when you arrived at her door?”

“No,” Audrey answered.

“I knew her before she came here,” Michelle told him.

“Not for long,” Felknor stated.

“No, not for long.” Michelle smiled. “But I knew I could take her.”

“What? Take me?” Audrey asked.

“You’re not mean enough,” Michelle explained. “You’re not angry enough. Not like I am.”

“But you saw me with the…with Michael,” Felknor protested. “You trust him, don’t you?”

“So far. We’ve had enough conversations to make me less nervous.” Michelle smiled again. “But there are still a lot of questions.” She lowered the gun so it was aimed at Felknor’s crotch. “I got into all of this because people I knew and should have been able to trust killed someone I cared about. Do you think I’m going to trust anyone ‘just cuz’ ever again?”

“Do you really need the gun?” Felknor asked.

“I don’t know. Do I?” Michelle squinted one eye as she took a more precise aim at Felknor’s crotch. “Call Michael. Slowly. With two fingers.”

Felknor’s hand moved slowly toward his pants pocket. His eyes stayed on Michelle.

“Better yet,” Michelle interrupted. “Since we’re exploring trust issues, Audrey, you get his phone.”

“What?” Audrey asked. “But…”

“You’ve got to be kidding,” Felknor grumbled.

“Audrey, you’ve known me for a few weeks now. Have you known me to kid around?” Michelle asked.

“No, but this… Why don’t I call Michael on my phone? Then we can get our answers and avoid any embarrassment.”

“Okay,” Michelle agreed. “You dial, I talk.”

Audrey reached into her jeans pocket. Michelle moved the gun so that instead of being pointed at Felknor’s crotch, it was now aimed at Audrey’s nose.

“Really?” Audrey intoned.

“I feel so much better,” Felknor stated, and the gun shifted back to his nose.

“Bring his contact information up and show me your phone.” Audrey turned the phone to face Michelle. The contact’s name was ‘the boss.’ “Dial away,” Michelle instructed. Audrey pushed a button and handed the phone to Michelle.

It was answered quickly. “Audrey, what’s up?”

“Hi, Michael. It’s Michelle. I’m having a moment of paranoia.”

“How can I help?”

“Can you do a conference call?” Michelle asked.

“Actually, I can. Did you think I was too old to do things like that?”

“No, but you have assistants to help with things like that,” Michelle replied.

“Who did you want to talk to?” Michael continued.

“I’d like you to get me and Nathan Felknor into this conversation between you and Audrey,” Michelle instructed.

“You have Audrey’s phone. Isn’t she with you? Is she okay?”

“She’s here. She’s fine for now,” Michelle assured him.

“And Nathan?”

“He’s starting to sweat. I don’t think he likes having a gun pointed at various body parts.”

“Wow, this is quite a moment of paranoia,” Michael exclaimed. “I will dial them in. What’s your number?”

“No,” Michelle snapped. “You should already have it. Prove you’re you without any assistance from me.”

“Fair enough. Give me a minute. Okay, dialing the first.” Felknor’s phone made a noise in his pocket. The ringtone was Black Sabbath’s Iron Man.

Michelle pointed the gun at where the noise was coming from. “Now’s your chance to save your life. Move slowly.”

“Iron Man? Really, Nathan?” Michael asked.

“Seemed appropriate.” Felknor had his phone cleared of his pocket and pressed a button. He answered, “Hello,” and it came from two phones.

“Hey, after you’ve found me and when you go to call me, see if you can FaceTime me. I want to see the real you,” Michelle invited.

“I’ve found you. I’m punching the button now. We’ll see if I did it right,” Michael replied.

Michelle tossed Audrey’s phone to her and pulled her own from her jeans pocket as it started to make noise. Audrey bobbled her phone, then got it under control. “I’m here, Michael.”

Michelle answered her phone and brought Michael Turner up on the screen. “Michael, it is you. How wonderful to see you.”

“You saw me last night,” Michael reminded her.

“Circumstances have changed,” Michelle stated.

“How so?” Michael asked.

“After our visit to your clandestine office, too much time to think here in my beloved hometown full of conspirators and murderers, a stranger shows up, asking for my ID so he can make a delivery of unknown materials from an unknown origin,” Michelle explained.

“Did he tell you the shipment was from me? Didn’t he give you his name?” Michael inquired.

“By that time, I already had a gun pointed at him. Then he told me the name he gave me wouldn’t match the ID he was using this week.” Michelle shrugged. “Needless to say, trust issues.”

Michael laughed. “Perfectly understandable, and they will serve you well. There’s a lesson here. Audrey and Nathan, you’ve been part of a system with rules. You follow the rules perfectly, even to the point of being unable to follow a new rule because it runs contrary to the previous rules.”

“I haven’t mentioned your rank once,” Audrey insisted, then added, “Today.”

Michael laughed again. “But in all seriousness, the people you encounter working with me will not follow the rules. They probably won’t even care that rules exist. That’s the problem with Michelle’s project. The people involved are supposed to be the good guys, yet they will not follow the rules they enforce. Quite the conundrum.”

“So, what do we do?” Nathan asked.

“Be careful. Like Michelle, assume everybody is your enemy until they have proven themselves to you,” Michael replied.

“What happened to innocent until proven guilty?” Audrey asked. “Or due process?”

“If they were innocent, we wouldn’t be looking at them,” Michael stated. “And we’ll be sure they’re treated fairly. That’s their due process.”

“What was Nathan delivering?” Michelle inquired. “These two can know, can’t they? I won’t have to kill them after we open the boxes, will I?”

“No, Nathan can hear, then he needs to leave. We leave the state in three hours,” Michael directed. “He can hear and see because he will be experiencing the same training soon. The boxes contain your next training experience. Or career training if your position with me doesn’t work out. You’re going to learn lock picking.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


Nathan closed the rear doors of the van and drove it closer to the garage. The three of them moved the crates into the garage, set them on Robert Lewis’s tool bench, and pried the plywood lid from one of the boxes. Inside were two sheets of wood with six lock sets installed on each sheet. They were all different styles and sizes and were from different manufacturers. Each lock set required a key, sometimes two.

Michelle found a slip of paper and read, “When you can open all twelve in under a minute each, set up a video chat and prove it. Have fun. Michael.”

“Really? Is he kidding?” Audrey asked.

“Does he kid any more than I do?” Michelle stated.

“No, he doesn’t,” Audrey replied.

“Then I guess we’re learning lock picking,” Michelle conceded.

Felknor dug around in the crate. “There are no secret pockets, no additional instructions, but there are these.” He lifted out two small tool kits and handed them over. “This is going to be a marvelous good time. I’m glad I have somewhere else to be.”

“You better hurry, too,” Audrey suggested. “You don’t want to learn the penalty for tardiness.”

“Why, have you been late? Were you penalized?” Felknor asked.

“Nope. Never. I follow orders.”

“And don’t forget, you’ll get to do this at some point,” Michelle reminded him.

“Maybe you can give me some tips, assuming you’ll pass the test,” Felknor requested.

“Of course we’ll pass,” Michelle stated. “Failing isn’t an option, is it?”

“Not really,” Audrey agreed. “But he could leave us here for years, trying to pass.”

“Then you better get started. See you around.” Felknor headed for the van.

Michelle examined the tip of a lock-picking tool. “Should we open the other crate?” She thought the tool looked more like a probe for doing something unpleasant to somebody uncooperative.

“Are you expecting to find the training materials we need for this crate?” Audrey asked.

“I know. Wishful thinking. Morbid curiosity, maybe. I want to know what we’re up against.”

They moved to the other crate and removed the top. Inside was a volt-ohm meter, a collection of alligator clips, coils of wire, and two electronic panels.

“I’ve seen enough,” Audrey grumbled. “I’m going back to the first box.”

“What’s there to be afraid of?” Michelle asked. “We’re going to learn to hack security systems or disarm bombs. What could go wrong?”

“Exactly. What could possibly go wrong? I fly helicopters, blow shit up. Now, I’m going to learn something where my on-the-job training is guaranteed to kill me. As soon as I cool down a bit, I’ll be calling Michael.”

“Before you do that, and before we start playing, I think we should go for a walk, get a little drunk, and have a chat,” Michelle suggested.

“What kind of chat?” Audrey asked.

“I want to know everything you’ve done while working for Michael,” Michelle stated.

“What makes you think I can tell you?”

“Because we’re going to get buzzed, and I will force it if I need to.” Michelle held up the ominous looking lock-picking tool. “There are ways to make you talk. And you might enjoy some of them.”

“I’m intrigued, probably more so by your other techniques.” Audrey laughed. “But I woke up late from what shouldn’t have been enough alcohol to induce a hangover, and you’re going to make me do it again?”

“Yep. But this time, I am going to join you.”
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Audrey walked into the kitchen and found Michelle screwing the lid onto a two-quart insulated container. “I don’t know about this.”

“We need this,” Michelle insisted. “I haven’t done anything like this in a long time. The last time might have been before I could legally drink, and it was with a person who is now dead.”

“You’re going to guilt me into participating, aren’t you?” Audrey asked.

“Only if I need to.” Michelle headed for the door. Audrey followed.

They went to the same clearing where Audrey had begun her training. Getting over the fence had gotten easier. They had crossed the clearing enough times on their walks and runs that Audrey could have found it herself. They stood in the center, looking at each other. Michelle opened the insulated container and swigged from the jug.

“What are we drinking?” Audrey inquired.

“Scarlett O’Haras.” Michelle handed over the jug.

“Doesn’t sound so bad,” Audrey admitted.

“They drink like fruit punch,” Michelle replied.

Audrey lifted the container and took a belt. “If I didn’t say it before, I’m really sorry about your friend. I lost a few people from my unit, but of my family and friends, I’ve lost almost no one. I can’t imagine how you feel.”

“Thank you.”

“And you watched it?” Audrey shuddered.

“I did.”

“That had to be so much worse.”

“I see it every day. At some point, it flashes through my head, and it’s all new, and I have to do something.” Michelle took the jug, tipped it up, and gulped a long drink. As she handed it back, she wiped her eyes.

“But you don’t want to talk about that, do you?” Audrey took a short swig.

“Not really. Tell me how you ended up working for Michael Turner.”

Audrey had another drink and looked at the jug. “This does go down easy.” She drew a breath. “I flew in the First Gulf War, got a lot of hours in, flew a lot of sorties. One night, not long before it ended, a convoy got pinned down by small arms fire. My squad went in, blew the shit out of everything, watched the convoy move on, and flew back to base. Michael Turner was waiting for me when I landed.”

“Had he already been watching you?” Michelle asked.

“Must have been.” Audrey let out a little burp. “He asks me if I want to assist him, to fly him around, if I have any computer skills. I tell him I am reasonably computer savvy and ask how I can assist him. He says by asking very few questions, flying or driving him around and interviewing people.”

“Doesn’t sound too bad. Although asking few questions sounds a bit ominous.”

“It does now,” Audrey agreed. “I didn’t know enough then to be suspicious.”

“Are you suspicious now?” Michelle asked.

“Not at all,” Audrey admitted.

“What have you done for Michael?”

“Flown him around the country, driven him when we’re on the ground, listened, learned, asked too many questions, and been careful what I share with him or anybody else,” Audrey replied.

“Yet here you are, sharing with me,” Michelle stated.

“You’ve taken advantage of my inebriated condition and forced me to answer questions,” Audrey muttered.

“Your speech isn’t slurred. I didn’t ask many questions, and you seem willing to share. Hardly looks like coercion.”

Audrey took a drink and burped again.

“What did you share with him?” Michelle continued.

“Things he needed to know,” Audrey confirmed.

“What didn’t you share?” Michelle asked.

“Things he didn’t need to know. Personal information that wouldn’t affect his decision or the person’s performance in the line of duty.”

“Is that what he meant about not sharing when you should?”

“Possibly,” Audrey conceded.

“Have you seen or done anything prior to training with me that suggested you might get involved in potentially questionable activities?” Michelle questioned.

“I like how you’re talking around what we both suspect. And no, there have been no indications I might have to do anything that fell into the legal gray areas.”

“Any confrontations? Or surveillance? Any questionable internet searches?” Michelle pressed.

“No, nothing. I don’t know about anybody else on the team. I didn’t do the background checks on any of them. Only you.”

“How many are on the team?” Michelle asked.

“I have only met and am aware of six,” Audrey told her. “Including me and you.”

“Where have you flown him?”

“New York, Sacramento, Portland, Billings twice,” Audrey replied. “We spend a lot of time in DC. I don’t fly him around there.”

“Do you drive him in DC?” Michelle inquired.

“Not usually. Either he drives himself, someone else does, or he takes public transit.”

“Public transit? Really?”

“He says getting too far from real people, isolated in chauffeur-driven cars and surrounded by security makes you lose touch with what is important,” Audrey explained.

“I can see that. Did he tell you what he considers important?”

“Quality of life, fairness, respect, love, not necessarily in that order. Things I think are important too. Maybe that’s why I like working for him.”

“What do you do when you’re not driving around somewhere?” Michelle asked.

“Paperwork. Requisitions, transfers, shipping documents. Occasionally, some research. Nothing too exciting.” Audrey smiled. “If things are quiet, I read.”

“What do you read?”

“Horror, thrillers, mysteries. Occasionally, Michael will recommend some non-fiction. It’s not as fun. And once in a great while, he’ll have me read somebody’s biography, watching closely for any mentions of him,” Audrey answered.

“Interesting.” Michelle took the jug and had a long drink, watching Audrey the whole time. “A change in direction, sort of. I’ve told you about Brandon. Are there any people in your life you should be telling me about?”

“Gossip of a personal nature? I’m shocked. No, no guys hiding in my past. Or under my bed.” Audrey’s speech showed traces of slurring.

“When was your last relationship? Or are you in one now?”

“No guys hiding in my present either,” Audrey replied. “My last boyfriend wasn’t much of a boyfriend. It was early in my military career, back in the ‘Don’t ask, don’t tell’ era. I had a friend who was gay, but nobody knew. I acted as his girlfriend, so no one would ask either.”

“That was nice,” Michelle stated.

“Actually, it was,” Audrey agreed. “We had a lot of fun, there was no pressure, and him being around kept me safe from the normal boys’ club bullshit of sexual harassment.”

“Hate that shit,” Michelle grumbled.

“So does Michael,” Audrey replied. “How did you avoid it?”

“I was only ROTC, but it was there too. And at the university,” Michelle answered. “I made sure everybody knew if they did something stupid, I could hurt them in so many ways.”

“Did you ever have to?” Audrey asked.

“Once. He wasn’t willing to learn.”

“What did you do?” Audrey asked.

“He’s no longer a star athlete,” Michelle replied. “We’ll leave it at that.”

“Understood. Maybe you do have a lot to teach me.”

“What about family?” Michelle continued.

“I grew up in Ohio. My parents still live there,” Audrey answered. “I have one sister.”

“Is she like you?” Michelle asked.

“She looks like me, but no, she’s a girlie girl.”

“You’re not?”

“So far, I am more so than you, but not really,” Audrey replied. “I’m mean, I can be. I’ve had to dress up for a few dinners I accompanied Michael to, but that was dress-up. He had the sense not to compliment me. I cleaned up well enough, but it was a costume.”

“I understand. That would have been me in a prom dress,” Michelle stated.

“You weren’t prom queen?” Audrey pressed.

“Not even close. And after Brandon died, no one would have dared to ask me.”

“Why not?” Audrey asked.

“We were close. Everybody knew it. But after he disappeared, everybody was afraid something would happen to them, too.”

“The evidence said he left town,” Audrey reminded her. “I’ve read the file. No one suspected you of anything.”

“Small town. I doubt anybody believed Brandon ran, not without something to keep his parents from hurting. So, the only choice is something I did.”

“Maybe we can fix that,” Audrey suggested.

“We’ll see. This might be drunk-me asking, although I don’t feel all that drunk, but can I trust you?”

“Absolutely. With my life,” Audrey replied. “This might be drunk-me talking, but I think we should trust Michael and proceed with our training.”

“Agreed.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


Michelle sat in a folding lawn chair, staring at the set of locks, when Audrey walked in. “Why are you not hungover?”

“Who says I’m not?” Michelle countered.

“You don’t look it.”

Michelle looked up and smiled. “You certainly do.”

“I’m sure I feel worse than I look,” Audrey grumbled.

“You must feel horrible,” Michelle replied.

“Thanks,” Audrey sniped. “Are we really doing this today?”

“We don’t have to. But we need to start soon,” Michelle stated.

“I agree.” Audrey pointed at the locks. “What have you figured out?”

“Would it be suspicious if we watched lock-picking videos on the internet?” Michelle asked.

“Only if someone checks on us.”

“Then we need to be careful. You have an office, so why don’t we go use it?”

“Okay. But maybe before that, let’s try something.” Audrey pulled her car keys out of her pocket and jangled them. “Let’s go for a ride.”

“Where to?” Michelle asked.

“I need some breakfast,” Audrey stated.

“We have everything here. We don’t need to go for breakfast.”

“Work with me, would you? We’re going for breakfast,” Audrey declared.

Michelle and Audrey drove to Ruby’s Diner. They parked across the street, walked in, and took stools at the counter. “I still don’t see why we had to go out for breakfast,” Michelle grumbled.

“We’re here to listen and learn,” Audrey stated. “Take your time with the menu.”

“When we get one.”

The restaurant was packed. There were empty stools on each side of them, but the rest of the seats were filled. Donna, the current Ruby, swooped by and slid glasses of water and menus in front of them, then vanished.

“Good morning,” Audrey muttered.

“She’ll be nice when it’s our turn.” Michelle slowly spun on her stool so she could survey the room.

“Having trouble sitting still?”

“It’s been tough my whole life,” Michelle admitted. “It’s one of the reasons my family waited for a table when we came here.”

“Your mom and dad didn’t like you spinning like it was a bar stool?”

“Mom didn’t,” Michelle remarked. “She said it was improper for me to behave like a hyperactive boy.”

“Was that your brother?” Audrey asked.

“No. He was always well-behaved. He was what mom wanted in a daughter, and I was what dad wanted in a son.” Michelle began another rotation. “But Dad was never disappointed in me for being me.”

“Your mom was?”

“Still is.”

“As I told you before, I haven’t lost anybody from the immediate family, but we’re not as close as we should be,” Audrey revealed. “I’m not sure what caused the distance, so I don’t even know if mine are disappointed. We love each other, and we get along well enough, but we don’t talk about anything with substance. Even with your mom being disappointed, I think you two are closer than I’ve ever been with mine.”

“Sometimes close is not good,” Michelle grumbled. “Sometimes, they, especially Mom, are into my life too much. Like the desire for grandchildren. She’s relentless.”

“Don’t you want to be a mom?” Audrey asked.

“I don’t know what I want,” Michelle declared.

“Me neither. Maybe if I found the right guy, the other questions would be answered.”

The door opened, and Michelle quickly spun to face her menu. Sheriff Walker, Quentin McCarthy, and Ronald Pierce entered the diner and stopped behind Audrey and Michelle.

Two men sitting in the booth in the back corner threw some money on the table and got to their feet. One of them quickly placed the remainder of his eggs between two slices of toast and wrapped it in his napkin. The other chugged his coffee. Walker led the others toward the back corner.

A busboy, someone Michelle didn’t know, scurried to the table and loaded the dishes into a tub. He wiped at the table as Walker reached it. He turned to walk away, and Walker growled, “Hey,” then pointed, and the bus boy wiped the bench seats, too.

“Interesting. Has he always emitted this aura of anger and hatred?”

“I haven’t seen him in many situations like this, but yes, I think everyone in the county is afraid of him,” Michelle remarked. “Why not? He murders people.”

“Most people don’t know that,” Audrey reminded.

“No, but most people can recognize a bully. And he has always come across as a bully. A bully with a gun.” Michelle snuck a glance at the back corner. Pierce was talking, his hands moving non-stop. Walker faced Pierce, but his eyes never stopped moving, taking in the whole restaurant.

The busboy returned with a stainless steel and plastic coffee pot and three cups. He set them down, did not pour any, and quickly left for the kitchen.

“Do bullies scare you?” Audrey asked.

“Not like crazies do,” Michelle replied. “Bullies are predictable, usually behave the same way, repeat patterns, that kind of stuff. They’re not crazies. By that, I don’t necessarily mean insane or mentally ill, but those you get into a fight with, and you never know what they’re going to do, what they might be capable of.”

“Is that how you fight?” Audrey prodded.

“Why would you think that?”

“You told me about the time you threatened the abusive ROTC member,” Audrey stated. “Were you behaving rationally when you threatened him?”

“Completely,” Michelle announced. “Sexual abuse is a form of bullying. It’s framed around sex, but it’s still about power. It’s a few degrees shy of rape. It may not get violent, but it’s still unacceptable.”

“And what would you have done if he hadn’t stopped?” Audrey continued.

“Gone crazy on his ass. What is Walker watching for? Have you noticed his eyes?”

“I have. It’s too constant to be checking out the waitress. It’s almost paranoid.”

“What’s he expecting?” Michelle asked.

“Maybe we’ll find out,” Audrey replied. “Maybe we need to spend the day eating ice cream again.”

“I think, after breakfast, which you’re buying, I’ll order pie to go. We’re early enough that Ruby should still have a decent selection.”

“Ala mode?” Audrey suggested.

“Nah, that doesn’t travel as well,” Michelle muttered.

“You said pie didn’t travel well. That’s how we ended up with ice cream last time,” Audrey reminded her.

“Pie doesn’t travel well, but I’m hungry for it, so it probably doesn’t have to travel far.”

Ryan Westrum, owner of the newspaper, walked past the window, headed toward Ruby’s door. He looked through the glass, either saw how full it was or who the clientele was, then turned and went back toward his office.

Sheriff Walker saw Ryan, too, and almost got to his feet. Then, he sat back farther on his bench and grabbed his coffee cup. His eyes locked on Michelle’s. She flashed him a smile. He looked away.

Donna went to the back corner and took the orders for the sheriff, the mayor, and the banker. After the ticket was in the kitchen, she approached Audrey and Michelle. “Coffee?”

They both said yes, and Donna left, returning a few minutes later with two cups of hot coffee. She set them down and pointed at the small rack at the edge of the counter. “Cream and sugar are there. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“I thought you said she got friendlier,” Audrey muttered.

“She always did,” Michelle replied. “It’s almost like no one wants to be here today.”

“Maybe the whole town woke up on the wrong side of the bed,” Audrey suggested. “Or it’s something out of a horror movie.”

“No, it’s something simple, like someone is making life difficult for people, and they don’t know how to respond,” Michelle suggested.

“I have a ton of questions,” Audrey stated.

“I do, too. I can’t wait to get back to your office.”

“Should we leave, go there now?” Audrey asked.

Donna appeared, looking rumpled and tired. “Have you decided?”

“Yeah, we’re ready.” Michelle ordered a breakfast of eggs, bacon, and toast. Nothing to drink besides coffee. Audrey ordered the same, but she added a small glass of orange juice.

“We’ve waited this long. We might as well eat,” Michelle stated. “Besides, I want to see if the mood of the place changes when a particular somebody leaves.”

The breakfast for the sheriff and his party came to their table. “Wow. Record time,” Audrey observed. “Interesting.”

“I guess that aura stuff works,” Michelle suggested. “At least the kitchen responds to it.”

They held their coffee cups, acted as if they were hiding behind them, and got lost in their thoughts. After another five minutes, their food arrived, and Donna returned with coffee refills. Audrey had sprinkled salt over most of the counter, had actually gotten some on her plate, and was handing the shaker to Michelle when Sheriff Walker stopped behind them.

“Good morning, Michelle Lewis and Monica Hammond.” He referred to Audrey by the alias she had given. “Enjoying this lovely day?”

“Good morning to you, Sheriff,” Michelle replied. “We are. Having a nice breakfast made by a professional before we head into the cities for a day of networking and job hunting.”

“I was wondering if you’d made any decisions,” Walker offered.

“Not really,” Audrey grumbled. “We’ve been doing all the internet searches, researching companies and salaries, but at least I have not pinned anything down yet.”

“I can put a good word in for you at the high school,” Walker offered. “They still need a chemistry teacher.”

“I’m considering that, but I’m also trying to decide how much I want to work with people. Especially kids,” Audrey countered. “I should probably have a lab job where it’s me and my test subjects, most of which are now computer models and cadavers, and limit my contact with the living.”

Walker nodded. “I have days like that, too. There is always somebody who wants to be a thorn. If you change your mind, let me know. I would think the kids would love to learn from an attractive teacher like you.”

“I’ll try to accept that as a compliment. Not as a creepy suggestion like it could be coming from some people.”

The sheriff laughed. “You’re right. It is a compliment, but I probably shouldn’t have said it. Not after one of the gym teachers up in Chamberlain got herself in trouble for something similar.”

“I’ll be sure to wear sturdy shoes, ugly glasses, no makeup, and lab coats at all times,” Audrey told him.

“Not a bad plan,” Walker replied. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend or imply. It’s hard not to compliment or joke after doing it for a lifetime.”

“I understand,” Audrey conceded. “It’s a weird world when you can’t accept a compliment without trying to read more into it.”

“It is indeed a weird world. You two enjoy your breakfasts. If I can help with the job hunting, let me know.”

“Thank you, Sheriff.” Michelle smiled. “We certainly will. You have yourself a good day. And stay safe out there.”

He nodded and left the restaurant. McCarthy and Pierce were waiting outside the door. As the three walked away, McCarthy looked through the windows at Audrey and Michelle. He was sweating.

“Do we need to wolf this down and follow them?” Audrey asked.

“No, let’s relax and enjoy this, visit the newspaper office, then go to yours,” Michelle replied.

The mood in the restaurant seemed to have lightened after the sheriff and his party left. The busboy left the kitchen and began clearing tables. Donna smiled when she brought another refill to Audrey and Michelle.

“How’s it going?” Michelle asked.

“Living the dream,” Donna retorted.

“And it might be a nightmare, but you’re not sure, right?” Michelle countered.

“Some days, you can’t tell the difference,” Donna replied. “You’re one of the few from town who never worked at Ruby’s, made it look like you had a plan. I thought you might get away.”

“I still might. I’m done with school and trying to figure out what I’m going to do and where I’m going to do it.”

“Now, do you want a job?” Donna asked. “You’re kind of old.”

“I don’t know,” Michelle muttered. “I have no experience. Do you need help so badly that you’d hire an old rookie?”

“Yep, need help a lot. Or I need a lot of help.” Donna looked out the window in the direction the sheriff and his friends had gone. “I can’t seem to keep employees long enough to get them trained.”

“But business is good?” Michelle asked.

“It’s all right. We’re keeping up.”

A bell dinged in the kitchen, telling Donna food was ready to go to a table.

“I’ll think about it,” Michelle replied.

Donna smiled and left them.

“You’re not serious?” Audrey inquired.

“Maybe. Something is going on. Maybe I could find out by working here.”

“Let’s talk to Michael before you do anything rash,” Audrey suggested.

“Working is not doing something rash,” Michelle countered.

“No, but working where they do this much deep-fried food might give you so much acne that you look like you have a rash,” Audrey stated.

Michelle laughed, and they returned to their breakfast.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


Audrey’s phone rang as they left Ruby’s Diner. “Do I need to make this a conference call?” Michael Turner asked.

“No, but give us a minute.” They climbed into Audrey’s car, and she started the engine. Then Audrey put the phone on speaker. “This is about as private as we can get for now.”

“It’ll have to do,” Turner stated. “What’s your plan?”

“I thought it was time to talk to Ryan Westrum,” Michelle replied.

“Don’t go there unarmed,” Turner suggested.

“Really? He’s a threat?” Audrey asked.

Turner laughed. “No, I meant don’t go there without reading the file I left in your office. Along with a pile of files on the rest of your beautiful metropolis.”

“The office was our second stop for today,” Audrey answered.

“Make it your first stop. Maybe your only stop for now,” Turner countered. “After you’ve digested the information we accumulated, call me so we can work up a plan.”

They disconnected the call. Michelle muttered, “This is starting to get interesting.”

“And a little frightening.” Audrey put the car in drive and pulled away from the curb.

[image: ]



The drive to Audrey’s office off Highway 96 and Interstate 35W was silent. Disturbed by the quiet, Audrey turned on the radio near North Branch, but the songs did not even inspire conversation about the styles of music or radio stations to listen to.

Audrey led the way through the front door, and Michelle locked it behind them, eyes scanning the parking lot. Audrey went to her office and turned on the light. Michelle looked into the warehouse section and saw someone had removed all the crates since their last visit, then joined Audrey in the office.

A pile of file folders stood in the center of Audrey’s desk. She stood next to the desk, staring. “Do we really want to do this?”

“You don’t have to. This is my fight. I can handle it. You will, however, have to drive me back to Kittredge before you leave.”

“I can’t leave you,” Audrey told her.

“Why not?” Michelle asked.

“For one thing, orders. For another, you’ve become my friend. You’re not in this alone.”

“Thank you for that.” Michelle pointed at the stack. “Pick a file, any file. We’ve got to read them all and check back in with the boss.”

The file Michelle grabbed from the top of the pile belonged to Quentin McCarthy, the president of the First National Bank of Kittredge. “Michael has even provided us with a summary.” She started to read.

“Born in Schuller, age fifty-six. Mother was a nurse, father was an electrician. Graduate of the University of Minnesota in Business Management, Masters from Saint Thomas. Became president of First National Bank in Kittredge twenty years ago. The bank appears to be flush with cash, all the loans seem to be iron-clad with plenty of valuable collateral.”

“Sounds clean enough,” Audrey stated.

“It does.” Michelle continued. “Married to Margaret, known as Peggy, for thirty-two years. She is also fifty-six, was originally from Saint Paul, lived close to Saint Thomas. They met at a Tommie’s football game.”

“Isn’t that sweet?” Audrey added.

“Two children, Eric, thirty-one, and Elizabeth, twenty-eight. He’s a mortgage banker at Wells Fargo Bank in Minnetonka and lives in Plymouth, Minnesota. She’s a teacher at Franklin Elementary in Anoka and lives in Coon Rapids. Neither are married. He is living well, has a well-disciplined cash flow, plenty in savings and investments. She is living paycheck to paycheck with a pile of student loans and credit card debt that is creeping up every month.”

“That all sounds pretty normal. One thriving, one struggling, both making their parents worry.”

“Do parents ever stop worrying?” Michelle asked.

“Not that I’ve heard,” Audrey replied. “They might if the kid dies before them, but I can’t imagine even then. They would still need to worry about their afterlife.”

“Afraid they might end up in the same place?” Michelle wondered.

“Or end up in hell alone,” Audrey continued. “I’ve been reading about the old newspaper guy, Kendall Ziegler. Get this. He bought the newspaper fifty years ago, back when the area had two newspapers, and both were doing pretty well. The second was actually in Skylar. When the industry started to go online, he bought the other paper and shut it down.”

“Became the only paper in the county. I remember that. I was little, but I remember people complaining that democracy was at risk with only one newspaper in the region.”

“But according to this, Ziegler’s paper was in the worse condition,” Audrey pointed out. “The other was doing fine. It appeared the owner’s children were ready to continue, and all of a sudden, Ziegler became the owner, and the whole family left the region.”

“Ziegler got help when someone convinced the competition to sell and their family to disappear. But if his paper was struggling, where did he get the money?” Michelle asked. “We need to look into the former owners too. Maybe they have some answers for us.”

“Or they will create more questions for us to follow,” Audrey grumbled. “Is the newspaper the key to the whole puzzle?”

“Keys. That reminds me,” Michelle added. “One of the reasons we were coming here was to watch videos on lock picking.”

“Oh, shit, it is,” Audrey agreed. “If we can’t open those locks, Michael may not let us pursue this. There are rules and conditions to our employment.”

“Did you just swear?” Michelle asked.

“No.” Audrey stuck out her tongue.

“Besides, with the way this is going, we might need to have those skills early in our mission,” Michelle continued. “It will be best if we learn breaking and entering soon.”

Audrey closed the file she was reading and moved the pile of folders to a corner of the desk. “Let’s hope my monitor is large enough to see detail.” She powered up her computer.

“We can always stop and rewatch.” Michelle continued to read her file as Audrey waited and searched for the correct instructional videos.

“Oh, shit,” Michelle interjected. “Peggy McCarthy has cancer.”

“That might change everything,” Audrey muttered. “How bad is it?”

“Stage four. They’re going to try a few really expensive experimental treatments,” Michelle stated. “So experimental and expensive that insurance won’t cover them.”

“Maybe they were talking money today,” Audrey suggested. “Maybe McCarthy asked for money for his wife’s treatments. That’s why he was sweating so bad.”

“Definitely a possibility,” Michelle conceded. “Between cancer and the newspaper, we might have what we need to do this.”

“Are you going to feel bad using a sick woman to bring down these guys?”

“He’s dirty. It’s hard to believe his wife didn’t have suspicions about the nature of his success,” Michelle mused. “So, no. If we need to use her, I’m okay.”

“I’m not so sure,” Audrey concluded.
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Michelle moved next to Audrey as they watched online lock-picking videos. “How come you don’t have one of those wall-sized monitors like all secret operations do in the movies?”

“Because this isn’t the movies,” Audrey answered. “We can’t afford stuff like that. If it even exists. Besides, this room is too small. You’d get a sunburn from that much lighting and whatever radiation those giant screens emit.”

“We could only watch until we’re tan,” Michelle suggested. “Quit before we grow an extra arm.”

They watched videos for a few hours. The videos they decided were the most helpful, they watched a second time. The third time through their favorites, Audrey fell asleep. She woke when Michelle slapped her feet.

“Wow, breaking and entering is exhausting,” Audrey grumbled. “Do you think you can open locks now?”

“I think so. But I know I won’t be fast,” Michelle replied. “At least not for a while.”

“We need to at least display the fact that we can pick locks,” Audrey suggested.

“Take the files, go home, and alternate between reading and practicing? Or would it be better to get the lock sets, bring them here, and move into your office until we’re ready?”

“You’re probably right. Keep our work here and away from Kittredge’s prying eyes,” Audrey agreed. “I’ll talk to Michael, see if we can’t have an apartment or hotel room nearby.”

Michelle went through the videos one more time. Audrey made a few phone calls.

“We have a hotel suite about ten minutes from here,” Audrey revealed. “We’ll use it until Michael gets us an apartment.”

“We should drive to Kittredge next,” Michelle suggested. “We can spend the night…”

“Get pie at Ruby’s before we leave,” Audrey agreed.

Michelle nodded. “Come back with my car, too, so we can travel independently. And all of our training stuff. If we’re going to be in the cities, I’d like to return to my dojo. I miss my training and moving.”

“Running and sneaking doesn’t do it for you?” Audrey asked.

“I miss hitting things,” Michelle admitted.

“That’s what you really miss,” Audrey stated. “Maybe I’ll go with you, and you can train me some more.”

“We can do that,” Michelle agreed.

“Or you can feel better by throwing me around a bit,” Audrey offered.

“That would help too.”

“Am I really that bad?” Audrey asked.

“Not at all.” Michelle looked confused. “Why would you even think that?”

“I don’t know. Moments of doubt,” Audrey muttered. “Some days, I have a lot of them.”

“We all do. Or we should. It’s probably normal. To have no doubt about what you’re doing is probably unhealthy. Or has been for a long time.”

“Do you have doubts?” Audrey pressed.

“Every day,” Michelle conceded.

“You don’t seem like you do. You don’t act like it.”

Michelle laughed. “Fake it until you make it.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


Audrey slept, and Michelle drove to Kittredge. Michelle woke her for one pass through town. The newspaper office was lit up. The “Open” sign blinked off at Ruby’s. The sheriff’s office had a light on, but there were no cars in the lot. The city offices and the bank were dark.

“I don’t know what I was hoping to see,” Michelle grumbled.

“Hoping to catch someone in the act,” Audrey suggested.

“What act?”

“I don’t know. Walking the dog, having sex, breaking and entering, confessing to murder.”

“Yeah, maybe. Would that be too much to hope for?” Michelle drove back to the Lewis house, where it was also dark. They let themselves in and went to bed.
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Michelle woke to a noise she used to wake to quite often. Her father stood at the door to her room, looking in. After Robert was sure she was home and breathing okay, he would turn and walk away. The spot where he turned creaked as his weight shifted. Michelle experimented one day until she found the spot.

She followed him to the living room. A car drove by.

“Still having trouble staying asleep?”

“As are you.” Robert looked at her in the moonlight coming in the window. “I’m sorry if I woke you.”

A car drove by, going the other way. It was the sheriff’s car.

“Does he do that often?” Michelle asked.

“He did it regularly after Brandon ran away,” Robert replied. “He quit after you moved to the cities.”

“And now?” she asked.

“Since you returned home, he’s started doing it again. Did you do something?”

“I don’t think so,” Michelle answered. “I can’t imagine what.”

“He’s been asking about buying some of our land again.”

“What did you tell him?” she asked.

“I’m still not interested in selling,” Robert insisted. “It’s even easier to say now that the mortgage is paid off and the money worries are over.”

“I’m glad. I could never understand why he wanted to buy the land between ours and the wilderness area.”

“I suspect he thought that chunk might be worth more someday. If a power line or pipeline needs to go through, it probably won’t go through the National Wilderness Area but through the land next to it. If he owns it, plus more in the area, then it pushes the values up, and he could make a ton of money selling it.”

“Better us than him,” Michelle muttered.

“It would be,” Robert agreed. “But that wouldn’t suit his needs, which are always more.”

“Do you think a pipeline or power line will go through?”

“There was talk years ago. The talk went quiet, but it’s been rumbling again. Maybe somebody is planning something.”

“And now he’s asking to buy it again,” Michelle remarked.

“Yeah. Makes you wonder,” Robert replied.

“I’ve never been a fan of his,” Michelle put in.

“I know.” He looked at her and smiled. “He knows it too. Maybe he thinks you’re doing something you shouldn’t be, like continuing to convince me that we don’t want to sell.”

“Do I need to convince you?”

“Nope.” He gave her a hug and returned to bed.

Michelle stood in the living room for a while, watching out the window, wondering what the sheriff suspected.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


Audrey and Michelle were seated at Ruby’s counter, having breakfast, when Sheriff Walker entered the restaurant. “Good morning, ladies. Looks like you’re all packed up.”

“Yeah, I’m moving home,” Audrey replied. “I can’t impose on the Lewises anymore, and Mom and Dad said I was welcome to come home and figure things out.”

“That’s nice of them,” Walker replied. “I’m not sure I’d welcome my kids back after all these years.”

“I think they’re trying to play fair,” Audrey explained. “My brother moved home for two years, almost ten years ago. He brought a wife and two kids. They probably think they owe me the same treatment.”

“Probably do. Seems reasonable. But what about you, Michelle?”

“It’s my turn to crash with a friend. I’m going to spend a few weeks in the cities, then a couple more in Rochester, see if I can find any jobs that interest me.” Michelle smiled. “Or a rich Mayo doctor who wants to take care of me.”

“That also seems like a reasonable plan,” Walker stated. “Maybe if I’d have suggested that to my kids, I wouldn’t be worried about them wanting to move home.”

“It’s not a great plan, and it might not work, but I’m willing to give it a shot.” Michelle tried on a smug smile.

“Let me know how it goes. And if any of your discards would be suitable for my daughter. What a bum magnet. She needs an upgrade.”

“That’s another reason I’m trying the cities,” Michelle stated. “Increase the number of acceptable options.”

Walker nodded. “Good luck. Drive safe and get help with the heavy lifting.”

Donna handed him a package, and he left the restaurant.
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Melinda Lewis stepped out of Kittredge Library to find Sheriff Walker leaning against her car. “Good morning, Melinda. How are you?”

“I’m fine, Sheriff. And you?”

“Also fine. Out enjoying the lovely day. I understand Michelle is moving back to the cities again.”

“Seems that way,” Melinda replied.

“Sometimes I wonder if our kids will ever settle down.”

“I wonder that, too. When she came home, I asked her if I would ever get a grandchild. She told me to ask her brother.”

“One of mine called the other day, told me she couldn’t pay the rent, asked if I could help. When I hesitated, she asked if I wanted my granddaughter to be homeless.”

“That’s cruel,” Melinda observed.

“That’s what I thought. I, of course, sent money. I’ve reached the point where I expect my kids to grow up, but I can’t abandon their children because mine are worthless.”

“Amen to that.”

“Your son Donald, is he doing okay?” Walker asked.

“He is. He’s studying veterinary medicine at the U. He’ll graduate in the spring.”

“Good for him. I hope when he graduates, he moves back to Kittredge. We need another good vet in the area.”

“I hope so, too.” Melinda smiled. One of her children being close was one of her dreams. A grandchild was next.

“Michelle’s friend, she said she had a background in chemistry. I thought she should teach at Kittredge Consolidated,” Walker continued. “She seemed smart and nice. I thought she’d fit right in around here.”

“She probably would,” Melinda agreed.

“What was her name again? Monica something, wasn’t it?”

“Audrey. Her name is Audrey. But I don’t think I ever heard her last name,” Melinda replied.

“Yeah, that’s it, Audrey.” Walker chuckled. “I’m getting so I’m forgetting names lately. I used to be pretty good at it.”

“I’ve never been good at names,” Melinda admitted. “I can remember faces, though, and where I saw them.”

“That’s probably more important than names. You can always ask a name again.” Walker stood. “Well, I’ve got to keep moving. You have a good day.”

“You too, Sheriff.”
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Walker’s searches into Monica Hammond had not yielded much useful information. But things didn’t feel right. Maybe it was cop sense or paranoia, but he didn’t believe Monica Hammond was who she said she was. Melinda Lewis, always pretty and maybe more so now but never too bright, had confirmed his suspicions.

He did not have enough information to continue a thorough search, so he took a guess and entered Audrey Hammond into his computer. It took him to a retired actress living in Florida. He needed more information to continue.

Walker’s searches alerted Michael Turner’s team that she had used one of her aliases and someone was checking her out. Michael Turner listened to this information and wondered if it was time to pull Audrey from Kittredge.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Audrey left town, headed for the Twin Cities. Michelle found her mom coming out of the bank. “Hey. We’re leaving.”

“Do you have to?” Melinda grimaced.

“Yeah, I do. Consider it a career move.”

“Do you have a job lined up?” Melinda asked.

“Actually, I do. I’ve had one all along, but I’ve been able to work from home until now.”

“I never saw you working,” Melinda observed.

“I’m still working with the ROTC. It might be classified, but either way, it’s not something I need to share or you need to know.”

“But…”

“It’s okay, Mom. I’m fine. I will be fine.”

“I know. But I want you close. You can’t blame me for that.”

“No, I can’t, but it’s time for me to get started on the next aspect of my life,” Michelle explained. “And that means leaving the roost. Wherever you are will always be home.”

“I suppose. It doesn’t mean I have to be happy about it,” Melinda grumbled.

“It doesn’t, but try to be happy for me.”

Melinda nodded. “Hey, I was talking with Sheriff Walker. He wanted to know Audrey’s last name. I, of course, couldn’t give it to him. But he somehow thought her name was Monica something. Where could he have gotten that idea?”

Michelle felt panic stirring. “I’ve got to go, Mom. I love you.” She ran for her car, fired it up, then started in the direction Audrey had gone. She drove the speed limit to the edge of town, then floored it.

Audrey had been driving through Dunn County at the posted speeds, so Michelle caught up to her before they reached Highway 95. Seeing Audrey was driving comfortably, not pulled over or in any kind of distress, Michelle relaxed and trailed her all the way into the Shoreview office.

“I wasn’t expecting you so soon,” Audrey told her. “Or I expected you to blow by me and arrive hours ahead.”

“Walker talked to my mom. He knows you’re not Monica. I had to be sure you were okay.”

“I’m okay.” Audrey’s brow furrowed. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

“It’s not much of a stretch to think, since you lied to him, he might do something nasty. I mean, look what he did to Brandon. He only asked a question.”

“Oh yeah. I guess we better be more careful.”

They had finished carrying the locksets into the building when Audrey’s phone buzzed. She answered it and put it on speaker.

“Hello, Michael.”

“What happened?” Michael Turner asked. “Why is the sheriff looking into you? Did you get arrested?”

“He talked to my mom,” Michelle explained. “She didn’t know about Audrey’s undercover alias.”

“Has any damage been done?” Audrey stated.

“Not that we can see,” Michael replied. “He didn’t have your last name, so his searches haven’t taken him anywhere yet.”

“Good.” Audrey sighed.

“Did he find a way to get your fingerprints?” Michael asked.

“I don’t believe so. He left the restaurant before we did. That would have been the only place I touched anything he could have picked up.”

“I think we’ll have you stay out of Kittredge for a while,” Michael suggested. “Let him believe you left town for good.”

“Should I go back home in that case? I told my mom, and we told him, that we were going to the cities to find work,” Michelle continued.

“Let’s see how that works for now, see if he checks any further,” Michael answered. “His checks so far don’t suggest he suspects anything, only that he wants to know more.”

“He already knows a lot about me,” Michelle grumbled.

“We’ll monitor his searches, see if he looks any further into what you’re doing,” Michael promised. "It might be good to have you gone from there. Then there’s no obvious connection when we start prying.”

“Any word on our lodging?” Audrey asked. “I’ve made a reservation for us to share a suite.”

“Yeah, about that. There’s been a change of plans,” Michael replied. “In light of Walker’s curiosity, you need to be in separate hotels. Assume he will find you, assume he will be watching, so only be together when you need to, and preferably only at the office. Act like you have real lives without each other. You’ll need to cancel your reservation. I’ve selected replacement hotels. Audrey, set yourself up in a suite until we find you an apartment.”

“But…” Audrey started.

“Michelle, return to the life you had during college. Use the same gym, the same dojo, the same grocery store. Your hotel is not far from where you used to live,” Michael pointed out. “The reservation has already been made in your name, and a credit card in your name is covering the reservation. Use that card for everything, but don’t go nuts on the mini-bar or the room service. It’s in the bottom right drawer of Audrey’s desk. There are a few other things you may need there. Check your email for the rest of the details.”

“I was telling Audrey I wanted to return to my old dojo, get back to work. This will work fine.” Michelle opened the drawer and found a credit card resting on two large, brown envelopes. Her initials were on the front of the envelope. They were full and heavy. Her eyebrows furrowed as she examined them. She didn’t say anything.

Audrey saw her expression and didn’t say anything either.

“Audrey, I’ve arranged for you to have a new boyfriend, someone to hang with, go to the gym with, be out in public with while you both look for new jobs,” Michael continued.

“When do I meet my new boyfriend?” Audrey acted excited. “Will I actually like him?”

“I don’t care if you like him or not. It’s an assignment. But you’ve already met him,” Michael informed her. “It’s Nathan Felknor, your backup. He’ll meet you when you check into your hotel.”

“Do we have separate rooms? Or do you expect us to shack up to keep the cover realistic?” Audrey asked.

Michelle laughed. “Maybe I want that job. No, wait. I definitely do not want that job.”

“What’s wrong with my boyfriend? Isn’t he good enough for you? Or me?” Audrey stated.

“Will you stop?” Michael interrupted.

They went silent. Until Michelle snickered, causing Audrey to do the same. Then Michael Turner laughed as well.

“He will have his own room. He is waiting for you to arrive so he can move in. You do not have to do anything other than work together,” Michael explained.

“Okay. I can do that,” Audrey replied.

“Good.”

“Did I pass another test?” Audrey asked.

“What? No.” Michael sighed. “Use a name no one involved in this job has heard when you check in. I know you have more. I gave them to you.”

“You didn’t make me a reservation already?” Audrey grumbled.

“You’re a grownup, at least some of the time. You can handle it. But where I want you is in a secured email.”

“How will Nathan know my new identity?”

“I will be monitoring, will recognize your name when you check in, and let him know,” Michael answered. “Trust me. I’ve run operations like this before.”

“I know. But I haven’t done things like this. I fly helicopters and blow things up, and I’d like to return to that.”

“You might get your chance,” Michael replied. “Be patient.”

“I’m trying,” Audrey confirmed.

“I’m fine,” Michelle added.

Audrey stuck her tongue out.

“How are you doing on your lock picking?” Michael pressed.

“Not too bad,” Michelle informed him. “We’ve been working on it.”

Audrey made a face. “Michelle is better at it than I am. I’d rather launch a rocket from my helicopter and blow the door open.”

Michael laughed. “Keep at it. And the rest of the time, be careful.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


Audrey opened her email. “Wow, he’s put me in a pretty nice hotel.”

“Dad always liked you best,” Michelle gibed.

“Ha. As if,” Audrey scoffed.

“So, which alias will you be using?”

Audrey wrinkled her nose. “Michael says it’s right in my instructions. You don’t need to know.”

“Okay, fine.” Michelle did a haughty shimmy. “How many aliases do you have?”

“That’s classified. But I suspect you’ll end up with more than me.”

“That’s something to aspire to.” Michelle placed the envelopes next to her computer on the desk and opened her email.

“Dad likes you best. I didn’t get any big envelopes,” Audrey taunted.

Michelle laughed. She wasn’t familiar with the hotel, so she visited its website. It had a pool and exercise room, a four-star restaurant, underground parking, and easy access to the interstate highway system. She couldn’t help but wonder who she was working for and what kind of backing or resources they possessed. And what kind of trouble she could be getting into.
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The packages Michelle opened when she reached her room did not alleviate her worries. Inside the first envelope was a nine-millimeter Beretta 92F semi-automatic handgun, three extra magazines, already filled with fifteen rounds each, and a few tightly wrapped bricks of cash in assorted denominations.

The second envelope contained an additional box of nine-millimeter cartridges, more cash, and four driver’s licenses, passports, and credit cards, none of which had her real name on them.
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Michael Turner called the next morning. “How are the accommodations?”

“Pretty nice. I took advantage of the pool last night and the workout room this morning.”

“Underground parking is pretty nice too, isn’t it?” he asked.

“Yeah, great, but it’s not winter yet, and my car has never been in a garage. I don’t know that I should be spoiling it.”

“That’s an understandable concern,” Michael agreed. “But having it underground allowed one of our people, also staying in your hotel, to scan your car. Yours is free from any electronic tracking devices.”

“That’s great, but I don’t think I allowed anybody time to get near my car,” Michelle replied.

“Apparently not. But they found time to get to Audrey’s car.”

“Probably while we were eating breakfast,” Michelle stated.

“We found a tracker. So, we have to assume they know about the office and her present hotel,” Michael continued. “If Audrey needs to go anywhere we want to keep private, she needs to ride with you, or you both need to ride with Nathan.”

“Should I be staying away from the office?” Michelle asked.

“We have enough surveillance in that area, so you should be okay going to the office without being seen. But be careful. Eyes open.”

“Without fail,” Michelle conceded. “By the way, that was an interesting care package you left for me.”

“Hopefully, you won’t need it,” Michael answered. “There is more if you do.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Michelle locked the gun, half of the cash, and the passport that matched the name on the hotel registration in her room safe. She slipped the new driver’s license and credit card into her pocket, then packed the rest of the cash, passports, and extra bullets into a giant bag resembling a purse but was actually her workout bag, then drove to the nearest bank.

Using the credit card, driver’s license, and three hundred and twelve dollars of her own money, she opened a bank account and signed up for a safe deposit box. She transferred the bag’s contents into the safe deposit box, minus a few bills, and drove to the dojo she used as a student at the University of Minnesota.

Christine, the woman at the counter, recognized Michelle and welcomed her back.

Michelle used her own credit card to reserve access to the gym and sign up for classes. She changed into her workout clothes and hit the gym. She’d been used to regular workouts, sometimes more than once a day, depending on time and stress levels.

Since graduation and moving home, she had worked hard in the barn, went for regular runs, but what she did wasn’t as rigorous as what she put herself through at the dojo.

Her muscles were screaming for rest when she saw a person she had sparred with multiple times. “Hey, Eric, you up for a little sparring?”

“Absolutely. But this time, I won’t let you kick my ass.”

Michelle laughed. “First off, you didn’t let me kick your ass. I did it all on my own. And second, it was hard fought. I earned those victories.”

“You did,” Eric admitted. “But I’ve been practicing. I’m even better than I was then.”

“Then we’re going to have some fun. Let’s do it.”

“Let’s.” Eric gestured for her to lead the way, and he followed her onto the mats.

They put on headguards and practice gloves and went at each other. They went at each other with high-speed punches, kicks, and take-down maneuvers. Every two minutes, one of them would be on their back on the floor. The other would be standing above them, smiling through the huffing and puffing of their hard breathing. They went at each other for almost an hour and hit the floor approximately equal numbers of times.

Michelle went down last. She lay on the floor, only her chest rising as she sucked in air. The rest of her was limp. “I needed that. Thank you.”

Eric stood there for a moment, then dropped to his hands and knees next to her. “I didn’t, but thank you.” After a few deep breaths, he added, “You’re mean.”

“I can be.”

“How about lunch? Or dinner?”

“Sure,” she agreed. “We’ve earned it.”

They met near the front counter a half-hour later after showering and changing into their street clothes. Neither moved very fast.

“We probably should have gone for the whirlpool instead,” Michelle suggested.

“Next time, we’ll know better.” Eric pointed at the restaurant across the street. “They have good burgers.”

“I remember,” Michelle replied. “I haven’t been gone that long.”

“No, but I’m glad to see you back. I always enjoyed our workouts. And when you quit coming, I was afraid they were over.”

“I’m back. We can carry on again,” Michelle told her.

“I’m hoping we can do more. Like lunch today.”

“How come we didn’t before?” she asked.

“I was afraid to ask you out.”

“I’m not that mean,” Michelle stated.

“No, but you worked out like you were on a mission,” Eric replied.

“Yeah, I guess I was at that. Still am, too.”

“Is this a bad idea?”

“No. I think this is a great idea.” Michelle smiled. “Let’s relax, whine about our aches, and have a little fun.”

They threw their bags in their respective cars, crossed the street, and entered the restaurant together. The lunch crowd had filled all the booths and tables, so they took stools at the bar. They each ordered a tap beer and a burger.

Eric had a big drink. "I’m not used to drinking this early. Except maybe Saturdays and Sundays when I’m watching a game.”

“I didn’t graduate that long ago, so I’m still familiar with day drinking.” Michelle matched his drink.

“Make sure I get home safely,” Eric insisted. “I should have waited. After that workout, the alcohol is already hitting my brain.”

“That’ll help you forget how I kicked your ass,” Michelle drawled.

“As if. You were the last to fall.”

“I let you win,” she exclaimed. “Besides, you collapsed next to me. You weren’t in much better shape than I was.”

“It was the only way I could think of to get close to you that didn’t involve pain. I figured you were weakened, and it was the right time to ask you out.”

“Shrewd,” Michelle observed.

“I may not have gotten any braver since the last time I saw you, but I’ve gotten a lot smarter,” Eric pointed out. “I know you like to lead with a left, and it doesn’t matter which foot goes first, although your right kicks go a little higher, hit the ear instead of the chin, but you should tell me what I should know about you.”

“Knowing I lead with my left didn’t stop me from hitting you with almost all of them.”

“That’s because you’re fast. A muscle twitches, and I say, here comes a…whop…left.”

“That’s so sweet.” Michelle smirked. “Okay. Here is what I will share today. I grew up in Kittredge. My parents love me, but I’m a bit of a disappointment to my mom. She resents not having grandchildren yet.”

“You’re kind of young to be a mother, aren’t you?”

“I certainly think so, although my parents were my age when they started the family,” she stated. “I’m also not ready for that level of responsibility.

“I’ve earned a degree in business administration with a law enforcement minor, which means I’m probably going to end up as some kind of lawyer,” Michelle continued. “But I’ve got time to figure that out because I will be the property of the U. S. Navy for a while.

“I was in the ROTC and had parts of my education paid for by committing. They’ll pay for more of my schooling, hopefully all of it, if I go into law. It sounds like I might not be receiving my orders for a while, so I’m working out and trying to find a job in the meantime to keep the cash flowing.”

“Wow. That sounds like a solid plan. I’m still trying to figure out a few things.”

“Like what?” Michelle asked.

“For one, if I want to even grow up.”

“Sometimes, we have no choice,” she reminded him. “What are you doing in the meantime?”

“I work at a metal fabrication factory. I run a punch press.” Eric smiled. “We’re not supposed to know much about what we do and to talk about it even less, but last night—I work third shift—I was feeding a roll of thin aluminum through a compound die with six cavities. Each cavity and slam of the punch press added a new bend to the aluminum. By the time it went through the sixth cavity, it fell into a box. I think I was making a kind of battery clip for some piece of miniature electronics. Might have been hearing aids.”

“That’s cool. How long have you been there?”

“I hate to say it. I got the job because I didn’t know what to do, they needed help, and it pays okay. It turns out I like making things. I’ve been there ten years already.”

“Time goes fast,” she acknowledged. “Before you know it, life has passed you by, and your mom is complaining about no grandchildren.”

“My mom isn’t there yet. She’s a bit traditional. She’d prefer I find a suitable girlfriend and get married before I make her a grandma.”

“I should remind my mom of the proper order of things. Maybe she’d back down.”

“The Navy, huh? That means you’ll be leaving,” Eric muttered.

“It does. I’ve committed,” she agreed.

The food arrived, and conversation halted before it could become uncomfortable. However, Michelle noticed disappointment in Eric’s eyes.

They finished their burgers and declined a second beer. As they walked out, Eric mused, “I guess this is it. Until you’re ready to kick my ass again.”

“A few years ago, a friend of mine disappeared. He was my boyfriend, although we were not destined to be together forever. Everybody could see that but him. It taught me that plans change, things change. I no longer have a long-term plan. It could all end in a flash.” She pictured the gunshot that ended her relationship with Brandon. “So I’m living more for the moment.” She touched his arm. “If you’re willing to take some short-term chances, I’d like this to continue longer.”

“My attempts at planning haven’t worked out the best,” Eric replied. “I would be willing to see where we go and keep my expectations to a minimum. If you are, that is.”

Michelle stepped close. “I am. Let’s try it.”

“What’s next?”

“Where do you live?” Michelle countered.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


It was dark when Michelle reached the office. Audrey and Nathan Felknor were there, reading through files.

“Where’ve you been?” Audrey asked. “I was getting worried.”

“Exercising,” Michelle replied.

“I knew that was your plan for the morning, but all day?”

“He did pretty well at keeping up,” Michelle replied.

“Ahh,” Nathan exclaimed. “Mutual strip and body cavity searches.”

“Wow,” Michelle grumbled. “You make a nice day of casual exploration sound really dirty.”

“If you do it right,” Nathan stated. “And I’m a guy, so I can make almost anything sound dirty.”

“How did you get to be my boyfriend?” Audrey asked.

“Last resort,” Nathan answered.

“Orders,” Michelle muttered. “Would that make this an arranged kind of thing? I don’t know that I like that.”

“How well did you check this guy out?” Nathan pressed.

“That’s getting pretty personal if you ask me,” Michelle countered.

“It’s not like that,” Nathan murmured. “Did you run a background check? Maybe run his financials? Check out his family tree?”

“It was an afternoon of casual sex⁠—”

“More than an afternoon,” Audrey interjected.

“—so, no, I haven’t checked him out yet,” Michelle continued. “I will before we go much further.”

“How much further do you expect this to go?” Audrey asked.

“Not far,” Michelle replied. “My job is going to get in the way.”

“It doesn’t have to,” Audrey stated.

“Maybe not, but I suspect the shit in Kittredge will,” Michelle offered.

“Yeah, that might,” Audrey agreed. “It might get ugly.”

“Speaking of Kittredge, Michael wants me to lead a team to audit the bank,” Nathan revealed.

“Sounds like you’re leaving us out of it,” Michelle grumbled.

“We are. They know you two,” Nathan replied.

“Can you just go in there and do an audit?” Michelle inquired.

“Yeah, the bank is regulated, governed by the Securities and Exchange Commission, and guaranteed by the FDIC, so the government can do an audit at any time,” Nathan explained. “We’re not sure what we’re going to find, but this might be a good start.”

“How come Michael didn’t tell us this himself?” Michelle questioned.

“Nathan and I talked to him around lunchtime,” Audrey answered. “I heard the orders, too. But you were AWOL.”

“I wasn’t AWOL,” Michelle insisted. “I was at my dojo, working on my conditioning.”

“And then?” Audrey tried to draw her out.

“I was fraternizing. No, that makes it sound like Eric might be a bad guy. I guess I was interacting with the civilian population, building rapport.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” Audrey retorted.

“What else is in the plan?” Michelle asked.

“I’m going to keep reviewing files, digging into their pasts, and hacking their lives,” Audrey answered. “You’re going back to Kittredge. You’re going to become friends with the newspaper owner.”

“But I just moved to the cities. I don’t want to move back home already.”

“The order did not say tonight,” Audrey offered.

“Okay, when?” Michelle pressed.

“You have until the end of the audit,” Nathan stated. “We’re going one step at a time.”

“When is the audit?” Michelle asked.

“Tuesday through Thursday of next week.”

“Great. I don’t have to go home for a little over a week. Maybe I’ll wait until after the weekend.”

“Do you have plans for all of this time?” Audrey asked.

“Working and working out,” Michelle returned.

“Tell me his name, and I’ll run the check for you,” Audrey suggested.

“Oh, that’s so sweet,” Michelle sniped. “No way in hell.”

The other two laughed.

“Be careful,” Audrey suggested. “I don’t want to have to hurt him.”

“Don’t worry,” Michelle replied. “That’s my job.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


Sheriff Walker sat alone at the center table of Ruby’s Diner, facing out the front window. The rest of the tables were empty. Donna delivered coffee. “I’ve got pies in the oven, so I’ll be coming and going.”

“I’ll be fine,” Walker told her. “You do what you need to do. If need be, I know how to make coffee.”

Donna nodded, then topped off his coffee and headed for the kitchen. Walker looked out over his town, reflecting on how lovely it was and how fortunate he was, yet he wondered where the next problem would emerge from. The life of a sheriff was anticipating and preventing as many problems as possible and meeting the upcoming problems with the appropriate response.

He had always done what he thought was best for his community and his family.

Those who didn’t agree could burn in hell. Not that he believed in hell. But it seemed an appropriate place for those who created problems.

Quentin McCarthy and Ronald Pierce stepped in front of the window. Pierce looked aggravated. McCarthy was talking rapidly, his hands gesturing and twitching. Pierce saw Walker in the diner and grabbed McCarthy, who immediately became still. They turned and went to the door of the diner and came in.

McCarthy strode to Walker. “Scott, we’ve got a problem.”

Walker pointed at the chair across from him. “Sit. Have some coffee, or maybe some tea, to calm yourself and relax a bit.” He looked at Pierce. “You, too.”

Both men sat.

“So, which is it?” Walker asked. “Coffee or tea?”

“Tea, I guess,” McCarthy replied.

Walker got to his feet. “And you?”

“Coffee.” Pierce watched Walker move away. “Where are you going?”

“To get your coffee and tea,” Walker replied. “Donna is doing pies. Nothing should interrupt that.”

Walker returned with a small pot of hot water, a cup with a tea bag, and a mug of coffee and set them down. “Sugar and creamer are on the table, like always.”

He sat and returned to looking out the window. “Now, what’s your problem?”

“The bank is being audited,” McCarthy answered.

“So?” Walker replied.

“Weren’t you listening?” McCarthy asked.

“Yeah, I heard you,” Walker snapped. “The bank is being audited. So what?”

“What if they find something?” McCarthy asked.

“What could they find?” Walker countered.

“I don’t know,” McCarthy whined. “Probably nothing.”

“Right, probably nothing. You haven’t done anything wrong. You’ve been careful in all your transactions, your bookkeeping, and your hiring.”

“True,” McCarthy replied.

“Audits are a natural part of your business,” Walker reminded him.

McCarthy nodded.

“You do one every year, don’t you?” Walker continued.

“Yes,” McCarthy stated. “And everything is clean.”

“Then there’s nothing to worry about,” Walker concluded.

“That’s what I’ve been telling him,” Pierce added.

McCarthy’s watch made a noise. He looked at it and pressed a button. “I’ve got to go. Peggy has an appointment.” He got to his feet.

“When is the audit?” Walker asked.

“Tomorrow,” McCarthy replied.

“You’ll be fine,” Walker assured him. “Go, take care of Peggy. That’s what’s important.”

McCarthy nodded and scurried out the door. Pierce and Walker watched him go.

“Is he becoming a liability?” Pierce asked.

“Nah, he’ll be fine.” But Walker knew that wasn’t true.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


Nathan Felknor sat across the big oak desk from Quentin McCarthy. “As lead auditor, I can tell you we appreciate your cooperation on this audit. It’s routine. The easier we can access the information we need, the sooner we can be out of here. We’ve scheduled three days, but most audits in communities and banks the size of yours don’t take that long.”

McCarthy smiled. “We’re very familiar with the process. Our last audit by your department was slightly over four years ago.”

“I have the report from that audit on my computer,” Nathan replied.

“I have to say, though, the last time, there was only one auditor,” McCarthy stated. “I don’t believe he was here more than two days.”

“I don’t know about that part. The time required is not included in his report.”

“He had performed the previous audit, too,” McCarthy countered. “Why isn’t he doing this one? Wouldn’t having knowledge from the past make the audits easier and faster?”

“It probably would,” Nathan conceded. “I don’t know how auditors are selected for which job. My team was assigned to this bank. That’s all I know.” He made a note on the notebook in his lap to check on the previous auditor. “For all I know, they move the auditors around, so there are always fresh eyes, and no relationships have been developed that would reflect upon the objectivity of the audit.”

“Yeah, I suppose. We don’t want anything to tarnish what we’ve been building.” McCarthy stood. “We’re short one mortgage banker, so we have an empty office and have set you up there. I hope it’s enough room for your team to work.”

“I’m sure it will be fine,” Nathan returned. “We try not to impose.”

McCarthy smiled. “Our assistant manager should be able to get you any files or information you need and will be available to help you your entire stay with us.”

“Thank you. As I said, we appreciate your cooperation. I’m sure the audit will go as smoothly as the previous audits, and we will be out of your hair soon.”

The vice-president, a woman in her mid-twenties named Heather, waited outside the door to McCarthy’s office. She smiled at Nathan, looked quickly at McCarthy, and led Nathan to the bank lobby, where the rest of his team waited in uncomfortable chairs. Heather then led them to an office in the back corner of the basement of the building. The only time Heather spoke was to point out the restrooms.

“Seems like a nice enough town.” Bradley Lundberg opened his briefcase, pulled out an electronic scanner, and began sweeping the room for electronic listening devices. “I saw the diner down the street. I’m guessing we’ll eat lunch there.” He pointed at the wall socket farthest from the door and signaled ‘one.’

“The sign said home cooking.” Kristy Harrison was setting up a mobile hotspot so the team could stay off the bank’s Wi-Fi, which could be monitored. “Real food would be a nice change from the fast food we usually live on.”

“Are you thinking about lunch already?” Bradley pointed at the light fixture hanging from the ceiling and signaled ‘two.’

“Well, yeah, I am. We haven’t eaten for, like, two hours.” Kristy had her laptop open and powering up.

“I’ll get us some coffee and see if we can get a donut or something,” Nathan offered. “You guys start on the files. This should be a piece of cake. Maybe we can cut it down to a day.”

“We’re still headed home after this, right?” Bradley pointed at the light switch beside the door and indicated ‘three.’ “They haven’t added anything to our itinerary, have they?”

“No. This is it for the week. We finish this, and we go home.” Nathan started for the door. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

As he reached the top of the stairs, Heather stood. She had been sitting at a desk, working on a laptop. Beyond that, the desk was empty. “What can I help you with?”

“I’m in search of coffee and maybe a snack,” Nathan replied. “What’s close?”

Heather cleared her throat. “Ruby’s Diner is the closest.” She looked around. “Would you like me to run for you?”

“No, that’s not necessary. I don’t want to intrude into your workday, and we’re used to taking care of ourselves.” Nathan pointed at the door. “We saw Ruby’s as we came in.” He took a few steps away, then stopped and faced her. “Would you like anything?”

Her eyebrows went up, her color drained, and her gaze flitted around the bank. “Thank you. That’s nice of you to ask, but I shouldn’t. We’re not supposed to eat or drink at our desks.”

“I could get you something for your next break,” Nathan offered.

“Thank you. I better not,” Heather stated.

Nathan pointed at her desk. “Is this where you usually work? Seems kind of far from the action.”

“While you’re here, yes, this is where I work,” Heather answered. “In case you need anything.”

Nathan nodded. “Okay. I understand.”

Heather looked relieved and sat back down.
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Coffee runs were standard procedure for the team. Nathan went to Ruby’s, ordered three large coffees to go, and doctored them with the required amounts of cream and sugar to keep his team happy. He marked the lids with their initials so there would be no confusion as to who got what.

The pastries did not look like anything special, but the pies did. Nathan ordered three slices of the raspberry-rhubarb pie and three slices of the strawberry cream cheese pie. “I hope you’re sharing,” Donna suggested. “I make them rich.”

“I’m sure you do. They look and smell wonderful. But yes, I’m going to share.”

“Good,” Donna continued. “I can’t have it get out that my cooking induced a sugar coma in a nice young guest to our town.”

Nathan laughed. “Not to worry.” He picked up his packages. “See you at lunch.”
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Michelle parked across the street from where Eric lived and waited. His shift at the factory had ended about a half-hour before. His car was not yet in its parking space. She wondered if she was creating a problem by allowing their relationship to continue. But he was what she needed at the moment.

Eric pulled into his reserved parking space. Michelle got out of her car and crossed the street. His eyebrows rose when he saw her, then he smiled.

“I’m not stalking you. I’m waiting, hoping you might come straight home today.”

“It’s nice to see you. A wonderful surprise, in fact,” Eric told her. “I usually come home to get some of my sleeping out of the way while it’s early and I don’t want to do anything that requires thought and effort yet.”

“So, you were going to bed,” Michelle stated.

“That was my plan.”

“Can I join you?” she asked. “Or will my presence result in too much effort?”

“You’re welcome to join me. And the effort I put forth with you will be perfect to leave me unconscious later.” Eric reached out, and Michelle took his hand.
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Heather was not at her post when Nathan returned to the office, where his team was busy working.

“What did you find?” Kristy had a pile of paper spread out next to her computer.

“Pie,” Nathan announced.

“Wow. It’s early for something so decadent. I like it.” Bradley held up a dry-erase board. On it was written: Three listening, no video.

Nathan nodded, and Bradley wiped the board clean.

“They looked and smelled so good. I couldn't decide, so we’re going to eat lots while we’re here.” Nathan handed out the coffee and laid out the boxes holding the pie slices.

Kristy looked them over. “Couldn’t you have ordered half slices?”

“That might have insulted the baker, so no,” Nathan replied. “Besides, I knew we could handle it.”

“Yeah, food is our constant,” Bradley agreed. “If we were smart, we’d start requesting audits where we want to eat, not where they want to send us.”

“I’ll submit that as part of our performance evaluations,” Nathan suggested. “So, have we found anything?”

“So far, everything we’ve reviewed matches the documents on hand at the office and what was emailed to us per our request,” Kristy answered.

“And the preliminary GAAP review looks good,” Bradley continued. “But we’ll see where the tire meets the road further into the audit.”

GAAP stood for generally accepted accounting practices. The bank was required to keep their processes for all activities in writing. The GAAP review compared the written procedures to what the industry believed was the best way to do things.

“Then we’re off to a good start. Let’s eat pie and keep going,” Nathan concluded.
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Michelle fell asleep before Eric did. He watched her, smiling at the way her lips puffed out as she silently snored. He couldn’t help but wonder what was happening.

Eric was sleeping soundly when Michelle woke. She had slept a little over an hour and felt more rested than she had in a long time. Possibly since Brandon Young died.

Was avenging Brandon necessary for her long-term health? Or would finding someone to care about her, make her feel special, accomplish the same thing?

Michelle watched him sleep for a while, then crawled out of bed. She wanted to be there when he woke, to make love again. She also wondered if still being at his house when he woke implied anything. Like a commitment.

She crawled back into bed, pressed close, and lay there. Her hands began to move and explore, and she leaned in to kiss him. He stirred. His eyes opened, and he smiled. He kissed her back.

“Oh, did I wake you?” Michelle asked.

“Yes.”

“Is that okay?”

“Yes,” he replied.

“Should I let you sleep?”

“Not yet.”

Michelle gave Eric a nudge, so he rolled onto his back. She climbed on top of him. His eyes were wide open, his smile broader. The kisses and touches became more intense.

“I’m going to have to leave soon,” Michelle stated.

“Okay.”

“You’ll need more sleep anyhow.”

“True,” he agreed.

“So it’s okay?”

“This time.” Eric pulled her tight to his chest and began to thrust harder. His hands cupped her ass and slid in circles as he matched her rhythm and tempo.

Her arms wrapped tight around him, and her legs intertwined with his, pulling him even closer. Her moan began first, but theirs ended together. She collapsed on top of him, and they lay still, contented.

As their breathing returned to normal and his eyes began to drift shut, she slipped out of bed and went for a shower.

Eric was sleeping again when she emerged from the bathroom, dressed and ready to go. She watched him sleep, smiled, and slipped out of his apartment.

After verifying that the name he had given her matched the name on his driver’s license and the address on the license matched where they happened to be.


CHAPTER FORTY


Lunch hour at Ruby’s Diner was slowing. After eating the pies, commenting on how wonderful they were and how full they had become, the team went later than normal for lunch. They had no trouble finding a table toward the back.

Kristy took her laptop along and searched for fun and interesting things to do in the Kittredge area. “Schuller has a record store that’s been open for over twenty-five years.”

“That’s amazing. I thought record stores went the way of the video rental shop and the dinosaur.” Nathan sat with his back to the wall, watching the locals listen to their conversation.

“Probably sells other items of interest,” Bradley noted. “Waterbeds and hookahs, maybe even eight track tapes and incense.”

“Not everybody requires the latest and greatest technological wonder,” Nathan countered. “My parents still have all their LPs, plus some stuff on cassette and compact disc.”

“Can you even get cassette players anymore?” Kristy asked. “My parents have a VCR still in the box. They’re sure they’ll need it to show all the videos I used to watch to my kids.”

“Are you planning on having children?” Bradley asked.

“Not this lifetime,” Kristy declared. “Hey, Skylar has a music store. It’s been around a long time, too.”

“Maybe I’ll stop on the way out of town. In case they have something I can’t live without,” Bradley suggested.

“What will your wife say when you come home with another guitar you can’t live without?” Kristy inquired.

“That it is probably time for me to figure out what else I can’t live without,” Bradley replied.

“You mean the guitars or her?” Kristy asked.

“Yeah. Believe me, I’ll miss her.”

“Ahh, but will she miss you?” Kristy pressed.

“Not enough to matter,” Bradley conceded.

“I’m sorry to hear that,” Kristy stated.

“It is what it is.” Bradley shrugged. “If it’s meant to happen, it will.”

“Or not,” Nathan stated. “You know one more guitar isn’t going to drive her away.”

“Maybe not,” Bradley agreed. “But I’ll have to get pretty creative to make it up to her.”

“I suggest diamonds,” Kristy offered. “They always work on me. Or would if I let someone get close enough to offer them to me.”

A large man entered the diner and walked directly to their table. “I’m Scott Walker, Dunn County Sheriff.”

Nathan stood and extended his hand. “Hello, Sheriff. What can we do for you?”

“Oh, nothing really.” Walker took Nathan’s hand and assessed the handshake. “I try to meet our guests as much as I can.”

“I’m Nathan Felknor. This is my team, Kristy Harrison and Bradley Lundberg. As you already know, we’re in town for a few days, doing some work at the bank.”

“How would I know that?” Walker asked.

“You seem the type to take your job seriously,” Nathan replied. “That includes knowing what might bring strangers to your town. No matter how innocent their actions.”

Walker smiled. “It’s a small town in a small county. You’re right. It is my job and my nature to know what’s going on. I don’t even need spies. Gossip works far better and faster.”

“Spying implies secrets,” Nathan replied. “Gossip is a community taking care of itself. It’s like listening to the birds. They’ll tell you what you need to know when you’re in the forest.”

“Or the city,” Walker stated. “It’s only different birds.”

Nathan nodded. “Very true. If there is anything you need, let me know.”

“The same is true for you,” Walker stated. “We’re here to help.”

“We do appreciate that.” Nathan smiled. “So far, our stay has been trouble-free. I can’t imagine what might change things.”

“Neither can I. Have a nice day, and enjoy your stay in our delightful county.” Walker turned and left the diner.

“Wasn’t that nice?” Kristy offered.

“It sure was. Downright neighborly,” Bradley agreed.

Nathan said nothing, only stared at the door.


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


Audrey was immersed in the Kittredge files Michael Turner had provided when Michelle arrived at the office. “How was your day?”

“Nice,” Michelle replied.

“Wouldn’t guess that from your face. Do I want to know more?”

“No. It was a nice day. I’m thinking too much.” Michelle flashed a quick smile. “How was yours?”

“Oh, fine,” Audrey replied. “I slept in, took advantage of the facilities in my hotel. It’s pretty nice, so I’m no longer sure I want Michael to put us in an apartment. And I’ve been reading.”

“What have you learned?” Michelle asked.

“The sale of the newspaper to Ryan Westrum was about a year and a half ago.”

“Right. While I was in the cities, going to school.”

“Your parents never said anything about it?” Audrey asked. “It wasn’t part of the gossip when you came home for the holidays?”

“Not that I remember. Maybe it slipped their minds. Or mine.”

“Or maybe they considered it a positive thing and didn’t think it worth mentioning to you,” Audrey stated. “After all, you moved away.”

“It could be. Or it could be they were taking the wait-and-see approach. You know, don’t make a big deal of it until you learn whether it is a big deal.”

“Makes sense.” Audrey set the file down and turned to her computer. Keys clicked for a few seconds. “The sale of the business is recorded with the Minnesota Secretary of State. But it doesn’t include details like the price or the terms.” More clicks. “I can get into the county records. They also record the sale and transfer of the business.” She paused. “He did not buy the building, only the business within.”

“Who owns the building?” Michelle inquired.

“An investment firm in Minneapolis,” Audrey replied.

“And who owns that?” Michelle pressed.

“I’m still tracking.” More clicks. “Holy shit, we’re in a shell game.”

Michelle tipped her head at the ominous statement. “What do you mean?”

“The company that owns the company that owns the building is owned by a company outside the United States,” Audrey explained.

“And who owns that one?” Michelle asked.

“A trust managed by a bank in the Cayman Islands,” Audrey answered.

“Why would a trust like that take an interest in a building in Kittredge rented to a small-town newspaper? It makes no sense.”

“It doesn’t, but there has to be something of interest there,” Audrey insisted.

“There’s been talk a few times of a pipeline or an electricity transmission line going through the area,” Michelle offered. “But that hasn’t come up lately. I asked my dad. Walker wants to buy part of our land. A pipeline or something similar is the only reason we can think of for wanting the piece he wants.”

“What else goes through Kittredge?” Audrey asked.

“You mean like trains, trucks, and buses?” Michelle countered.

“How many of them stop in Kittredge?”

“Almost none. The nearest rail heading is less than a half-hour south of Kittredge, in Dunn. There is one small trucking terminal. It’s about fifteen minutes north, in Chamberlain. What leaves there is usually corn or beef. What comes in is occasional farm equipment, the mail, and UPS or FedEx. Kittredge itself is not on any bus route. The closest Greyhound bus stop would be Schuller.”

“It probably isn’t stuff coming and going,” Audrey muttered. “The other options are money or people.”

“Strangers stand out, so if they’re trafficking people, they’re not taking them anywhere public or obvious. Most of the migrant farm laborers have become regulars. We’re used to seeing them and have gotten to know a lot of them. So, they’re probably not being trafficked.”

“But they might know about extra workers coming and going,” Audrey suggested.

“They might,” Michelle conceded. “If there are any.”

“That leaves money,” Audrey concluded.

“The banker is involved. Can you launder money through a bank?” Michelle asked.

“I’m sure it’s possible. A stress test will be part of Nathan’s audit. We’ll ask Michael to take a look at the results. See how flush they are, or if it appears any is missing.”

“He should look into their actual ownership, too,” Michelle suggested. “Is the bank locally owned, like it has always claimed, or is it part of something bigger and far more nefarious.”

“Do you read mysteries or something?”

“Yeah, I’ve read a few,” Michelle answered. “Is what you borrowed from my mom typical of what you read?”

“I guess. I like to be entertained with a happy ending once in a while.”

“Unlike real life.” Michelle pointed at the computer. “Does what you have there tell how Westrum paid for the business?”

“He financed it with a loan from the Small Business Administration,” Audrey remarked.

“Does the bank in Kittredge hold the loan?”

“No, it’s at a bank in Saint Anthony Park,” Audrey replied.

“Michael should check that one out, too. Make sure it isn’t connected to the shell from Kittredge in any way.”

“I’ll include that in the next email,” Audrey stated. “In the meantime, I guess we keep reading.”

Michelle shook her head and asked a question neither wanted to answer. “What kind of convoluted shit did Brandon get us into?”


CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


The team went to the River House in Schuller for dinner that evening. “I don’t think the sheriff relies exclusively on gossip,” Kristy suggested.

“You mean spies or other techniques besides the three listening devices in our office?” Bradley questioned. “Isn’t there a crime we can charge somebody with related to eavesdropping?”

“Probably,” Nathan suggested. “But I’d rather find something serious. Who put the bugs in the office, and when and why? Maybe they were left after they searched for an embezzler.”

“If there was embezzlement, shouldn’t that be in the records we have?” Kristy asked.

“Maybe charges were never filed. Or somebody did a plea deal. Or maybe the embezzler was a minor,” Nathan offered.

“So, the records never existed, or they were sealed,” Kristy continued. “Assuming the bugs were there before and not installed for us.”

“Precisely,” Nathan conceded.

“Considering the sheriff knew where to find us, how likely do you think that is?” Bradley asked.

“Not at all,” Nathan concluded. “There are more secrets buried here than what we know about.”

“We probably shouldn’t have had this conversation without knowing how secure we really are,” Kristy stated.

“That’s probably true,” Nathan agreed. “Let’s let that be our only lapse.”

“Who wants an appetizer?” Bradley asked.

***

Audrey read through the files, occasionally reading a passage aloud as Michelle practiced opening locks.

Michelle pushed away from the table. “I’m never going to be good enough. According to my unofficial timer, I am down to three minutes on every one of these locks. I don’t know what will make it possible to get any faster.”

“You’re still way faster than I am,” Audrey offered. “Who knows? Maybe three minutes is good enough. I mean, how much breaking and entering can we actually be doing?”

“I can’t imagine. I guess we’ll have to ask Michael. He must have an idea or a plan.”

“Ask me what?” Michael Turner asked.

“How did you get in?” Audrey countered.

“Back door,” Michael told them.

“How did we not hear you?” Michelle inquired.

“Do you think you’re the only one who knows how to be quiet?” Michael stated.

“If we would have changed the locks, how long would it have taken you to get in?” Michelle wondered.

“About two minutes,” he answered.

“So, my three minutes isn’t good enough yet,” Michelle grumbled.

“It’s close. But no, you need to keep practicing. In the field, time is a precious commodity.”

“You told us one minute per lock,” Audrey remarked. “What happened to that?”

“It’s called a goal. There are locksmiths who can do it. You should be able to as well.” Michael laughed. “Besides, you needed to know that everything we do will not be easy.”

“But…” Audrey countered.

“Your job hasn’t been too tough, has it?” Michael asked.

“I suppose not,” Audrey conceded. “But it’s going to change, isn’t it?”

“I suspect so. We have no idea how much. Part of that will be up to Michelle, as she defines her job, and our jobs have to adjust accordingly,” Michael explained.

“Oh, no. I’m not going to be in charge of anything. I’m not going to control the destiny of you people,” Michelle replied. “I’m a foot soldier.”

“If only that were true,” Michael stated. “You will be the eyes and ears for most of what we do. You’ll be point and take us where we need to go.”

“And if I screw it up?” Michelle asked.

“You won’t be alone. We’re all in this together,” Michael answered.

“I won’t be disavowed, left to hang, right?”

“Not while I’m alive,” Michael concluded. “Enough being serious. Audrey, how is your boyfriend?” He laughed.

“A bit of a bore. He travels too much for his job, and he has made no effort to learn what I need.”

“What do you need?” Michael asked.

“Gifts. Money. Lots of attention,” Audrey replied.

Michael laughed. “Are you needy?”

“Very,” Audrey admitted. “Clingy, too.”

“How about yours?” Michael continued.

Michelle sat up straight, then looked at Audrey.

“Audrey didn’t tell me anything,” Michael insisted.

“Did Nathan blab?” Audrey asked. “Is my boyfriend indiscreet?”

Michael laughed. “No, it wasn’t Nathan either. Keep in mind it’s my job to know what’s going on. It’s how I protect you.”

He opened his phone and turned a picture toward Michelle. “Do you recognize him?”

“Oh, shit,” Michelle muttered.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Michael concluded.

“He died with Brandon. “Where did you find his picture?”

“His employment records,” Michael stated. “His name is Seth Robinson. He’s one of our bank auditors.”

“How is that possible?” Michelle asked. “I saw him die.”

“Robinson’s last audit was the bank in Kittredge. He arranged to take a vacation immediately afterward. He was going to canoe in the Boundary Waters Wilderness area, but he hasn’t been seen since,” Michael explained.

“Well, we know why,” Michelle muttered. “Didn’t anybody look for him? Wasn’t anybody suspicious?”

“He was a loner, used to going on vacations alone, often canoeing in remote areas. No one got too worried right away. Then the report came back that his canoe was found capsized, but he was nowhere to be seen. He was assumed dead, and no one looked any further. Case closed.”

“Could his drowning have been staged?” Audrey asked.

“Easy. They made it look like Brandon left town. Why couldn’t they have done the same thing to a stranger? Especially in a wilderness area so much larger than what we have here.”

“We’re looking into Robinson’s audits,” Michael stated. “Maybe something there would tell us why he died.”

“Did anybody ever look into him or his audits before?” Michelle asked.

“His death was considered accidental. There was no reason to investigate,” Michael replied.

“But now there is,” Michelle concluded.

“Yeah, now there is,” Michael agreed. “We’ll get somebody going through his life.”

“Here is what I know,” Michelle revealed. “Walker and his cronies murdered Brandon and Seth Robinson. They made it look like Robinson died while canoeing, and Brandon left town. They did that all at the same time, so there must be more than the three of them involved. Where they buried Brandon looks like it hadn’t been disturbed, so they have some skills in the woods and deception.”

“It could be they have more experience at this than we know. Does the area have a history of people going missing?” Audrey asked.

“People come and go all the time. More people leave the area than move in. I never considered that suspicious until today,” Michelle answered.

“We can start looking into the migratory patterns of Dunn County residents,” Michael offered. “I’m sure there is an algorithm that can make it easy.”

“Algorithm?” Audrey parroted. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you say that before.”

“I learn every day,” Michael responded. “Do you?”

“Actually, yes,” Audrey replied.

“So do I,” Michelle chimed in.

“Good. If you can’t learn, you probably won’t thrive in your jobs,” Michael stated.

“I’m guessing there are things you know but haven’t shared yet,” Michelle hedged.

“There are,” Michael agreed. “Nathan reports that the audit is practically textbook. His team is digging as far as they can, but they suspect the bank has been making the books and practices pretty for the next audit. There should be a few blemishes, you know, some lost paper or misfiled data, all explainable and correctable, but they’re finding none. As if the dog and pony show is hiding a lot of truth.”

“There have to be real books, the uncooked version, somewhere,” Michelle suggested.

“That’s part of the problem. The books are so good and so clean that there should be nothing to suspect the books are not real. Except our knowledge of people being killed.”

“Which we have yet to prove,” Michelle grumbled. “Should I go dig up the forest?”

“Not yet, but it’s an idea. Where does Walker think you are now?” Michael asked.

“At our last breakfast, I told him I would be spending a few weeks in the cities, followed by a few weeks in Rochester, trying to bag a successful and rich doctor,” Michelle explained.

“You’ve spent about a week in the cities,” Michael calculated. “I think you should stick to the plan. Stay another week, ruin your boyfriend for any other woman, then go to Rochester.”

“You think Walker is going to be looking for me,” Michelle surmised.

“I do,” Michael concluded.

“I might as well be where I told him I’d be so I’m easier to find when he comes looking.”

“Exactly,” Michael agreed.

“Then, when I haven’t caught my rich doctor, I go home and live with Mom and Dad again,” Michelle stated. “And find ways to make them nervous.”

“Precisely,” Michael replied.

“Like make the newspaper owner my next conquest,” Michelle suggested.

“That would be a good start,” Michael agreed.

“That’ll work,” Michelle added.

“What about me?” Audrey asked.

“You stay here, work out of the office, and stay safe,” Michael instructed. “You’re going to have to dump your boyfriend, however. Walker knows him.”

“It wasn’t working out anyhow,” Audrey grumbled. “He doesn’t want to get me a puppy.”


CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


Nathan Felknor sat across from Quentin McCarthy in the bank president’s office with a smile on his face.

McCarthy was sweating. It had been a long two days for him. Today, after lunch, Felknor had asked for copies of all the previous audits, something the bank was required to keep. Nobody wanted auditors going too far back into their history.

He knew of a company that was once up for an FDA inspection. To express his displeasure, the company president kept the inspector waiting. The inspector graciously tore the company apart, getting dangerously close to actually closing the company down. McCarthy knew better than to keep people who controlled his destiny waiting. He told Heather what to provide and where it was, and she provided the requested information within minutes.

“I’d like to start by thanking you and your staff for all your assistance. You’ve made the audit easier than we’re used to,” Felknor offered.

McCarthy bent his perspiration-covered lip into a smile. “We do what we can. Your predecessor suggested a system that made for easy access to everything we might need, and we incorporated his ideas. As you can see, they were beneficial.”

“They were indeed,” Nathan agreed. “And as a result, because of your systems and your help, we’ve completed our work. We will be leaving in a few minutes.”

“Can I ask about your findings?” McCarthy’s smile broadened. “A little insight to help me sleep tonight.”

Nathan smiled broadly. “Absolutely. Sleep well tonight. Your audit passed with flying colors.”

“Well, that is a comfort,” McCarthy concluded.

Nathan stood. “Again, we appreciate your cooperation. Keep taking care of business, Mr. McCarthy.” He shook the banker’s hand, then turned and left.

Nathan Felknor left the bank. Kristy Harrison and Bradley Lundberg waited in the SUV parked at the curb. Nathan climbed behind the wheel, buckled up, and put the vehicle in gear. “I’d like to stop and check the tires in the next town,” he stated.

“Probably a good idea before we get onto the freeway,” Bradley agreed.

They rode in silence until they reached the superette at the west end of Skyler. Nathan pulled up to the back corner of the building, near the air hose extending through a hole chiseled into the concrete block wall. He got out, grabbed the hose, and knelt near the driver’s side front tire.

Bradley exited the vehicle, stretched and twisted, then circled the SUV while looking at his phone.

Nathan looked under the wheel well as he held the nozzle close to the valve stem. He moved to the rear tire and did the same thing.

Bradley continued to circle the vehicle while gazing at his screen.

Nathan pulled the hose around to the other side and repeated the process on the passenger side. After he had knelt by all four wheels and looked under the wheel wells, he wound up the hose and hung it on the rack on the side of the building.

He climbed into the SUV. Bradley did, too.

“Nothing to see,” Nathan reported.

“Nothing showed up on my scan,” Bradley replied. “Vehicle is clean.”

“Let’s get home and let the team do a real sweep,” Nathan continued.

“I’m going to nap,” Kristy announced. “Sleep eliminates the need for discourse.”

“So do big words,” Bradley offered.

Nathan pulled the vehicle away from the building and back onto the road.
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Michelle stood in the hall when Eric opened the door. He couldn’t decide if the expression on her face was shyness or guilt. “What’s up?”

“I needed to see you,” Michelle told him.

Eric held his arms open. “Here I am.”

“I’m running out of time. I’ve got to leave town in roughly three days.”

“We knew this would happen,” he grumbled.

“I’ve enjoyed being with you,” Michelle stated.

Eric smiled. “I’ve liked it too. It’s been special. How much of your remaining time do I get?”

“How much would you like?”

“This is one time I’m going to be selfish,” he answered. “I want most or all of it.”

“You have to work,” Michelle reminded.

“I’ll take some vacation,” Eric countered.

“It’s kind of short notice.”

“It will be okay.”

“How much vacation do you have?”

“Plenty. It’s been piling up because I haven’t had anywhere I wanted to go with anybody,” Eric explained.

“Let’s use your vacation,” Michelle suggested. “Every minute we can.”

“You’re on. Let me call work.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


At one minute before closing, Sheriff Walker and Ronald Pierce entered the bank. Pierce ignored Heather and went into McCarthy’s office. Walker called, “Hey, Heather. Looking good,” and received a smile before he entered.

McCarthy looked up from his computer. “I didn’t hear you come in. I’m not ready.”

“You requested this meeting,” Pierce stated. “You better be prepared.”

Pierce sat. Walker returned to the office door and looked out into the lobby. Heather was about to leave. She checked the door, made sure it would lock behind her, then stepped outside and pushed the door shut. She saw Walker watching her and waved. He waved back and watched her leave, then turned to face McCarthy.

“You survived the audit,” Walker declared.

“We did,” McCarthy replied.

“Was there any doubt?” Walker asked.

“Well, no, but… I mean, you’re always nervous during an audit,” McCarthy grumbled. “It’s their job to find something wrong.”

“And yet, they didn’t.” Pierce smiled. “All your worry was for nothing.”

“Let’s ask a different question,” Walker interrupted. “Should they have found something wrong? Did you do something we don’t know about that they should have uncovered if they were actually doing their jobs?”

McCarthy blinked a few times but didn’t say anything.

“What did you do?” Pierce asked.

“I diverted some cash deposits to pay for Peggy’s treatments.” McCarthy’s words tumbled out. “She needs them.”

“We understand that,” Walker returned. “You could have talked to us about the money. We’d have made sure she got what she needs.”

“I couldn’t wait. I had the audit coming, and then they were here. I couldn’t wait. I had to pay upfront. You understand,” McCarthy pleaded.

“Of course we do,” Walker stated. “But you skimmed off money that wasn’t ours and didn’t tell anybody what you were doing. Do you realize how bad that looks?”

“You may have cooked us all,” Pierce added.

“It’s not that bad. We’ll be fine.” Walked stepped closer to McCarthy. “Did you replace the money?”

“I couldn’t. I don’t have any money. Her cancer has already broken us.”

Walker released a loud sigh. He closed his eyes and shook his head. “I can cover it for now. How long has it been missing?”

“Three weeks,” McCarthy replied.

“Jesus,” Pierce muttered.

“I had to,” McCarthy declared.

“Has she had the treatments?” Walker asked.

“Not yet. We fly to Mexico next week.”

“How long will you be gone?” Walker asked.

“For sure, two weeks, possibly a month.”

“Who is in charge while you’re gone?”

“Heather,” McCarthy answered.

“How much does she know?” Walker inquired.

“Nothing,” McCarthy stated.

“Have you been fucking her, letting shit slip?” Pierce asked. “You know, trying to impress her during pillow talk.”

“I am loyal to my wife,” McCarthy protested.

“After she’s had the treatments, when will you know if they’re working?” Walker asked.

“A few weeks to a few months,” McCarthy replied.

“We have to believe everything will be fine,” Walker stated. “Give Peggy our best.”

“Thank you,” McCarthy concluded.

“I’ll come in tomorrow with the cash. You can add it to the next transfer,” Walker continued. “I’ll explain the shortage and the makeup in my next call. And I will tell them to delay further deposits until you return.”

“Okay, thanks.”

“We’ll take care of things. You take care of Peggy. But don’t do anything like this without telling us ever again,” Walker warned. “Or you’ll end up in a grave in the woods.”


CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


Nathan Felknor was on the phone with Michael Turner. “There is a lot of cash going through this little bank. More than I would expect.”

“Are the origins reputable?” Michael asked.

“They are.”

“Is the cash staying in the bank?”

“It is not,” Nathan replied. “It’s being transferred to larger banks or investment accounts. None of it, however, is instantaneously going to any offshore accounts.”

“Maybe somebody really likes the service model they have in Kittredge,” Michael stated.

“It could be,” Nathan agreed. “Or we simply haven’t been able to find the trail yet.”

“Were you able to get our worm installed?” Michael asked.

“Kristy says it’s in. We only need to trigger it.”

“I’ll let you know on that one. The call is completely on me,” Michael confirmed.

“Understood, sir. We’re waiting for your go-ahead.”
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Michelle rolled over and pressed herself against Eric. “Did you want to do anything while you’re on vacation?”

“I’m doing exactly what I want to do. I’m doing you.”

“You didn’t want to go out, see a movie, a game, go to a museum?” Michelle asked.

“I’m thinking we should get some groceries,” Eric suggested.

“It would be better if more places delivered.”

“You want something other than pizza?” he suggested.

“After three days, and that’s all we’ve had, maybe,” Michelle replied.

“I can ask if they have something else on their menu.”

“You don’t know? You mean we could have had something else this whole time?” she stated.

“It’s possible, but we’ve been a little busy and preoccupied.”

“That’s true. Food hasn’t been much of a consideration,” Michelle admitted. “In fact, it’s not what I want now either.”

“What do you want?”

“I think it’s your turn to be on top,” she announced.

Eric rolled onto his knees and elbows, then pressed his chest against hers. “I’m okay with that.” His lips moved toward hers.

“Me too.”
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While Eric slept, Michelle called Audrey, who answered quickly. “I was wondering if I would hear from you again.”

“I’m only following orders,” Michelle replied.

“I’m not sure your instructions included doing nothing work-related,” Audrey commented.

“Probably not,” Michelle conceded. “I know I’m taking advantage of the situation, but hey.”

“I know. You have impulse control issues.”

“Have I said that before?” Michelle asked.

“No.”

“Has Michael said it?” Michelle pressed.

“No.”

“Have you said it before, assumed it to be true?”

Audrey sighed. “No.”

“Is it in my file?”

“No,” Audrey replied.

“What is in my file?” Michelle continued.

“I can’t tell you,” Audrey answered.

“Why not?”

“I have to keep one of us out of trouble,” Audrey declared.

“Am I in trouble?” Michelle asked.

“I doubt it. Dad likes you best.”

“He does, doesn’t he,” Michelle gloated. “So, what have I missed?”

“Lots of reading and research,” Audrey muttered.

“Oh.” Michelle paused. “Have you made any progress?”

“Define progress.”

“What kind of answer is that?”

“An evasive one,” Audrey admitted.

“That tells me you haven’t made any more progress without me than you would have with me.”

“Probably true,” Audrey agreed. “But it hasn’t been as much fun as if you’d have been here.”

“Aww, you’re so sweet. I’ll check in again before I move to Rochester for a few weeks.”

“You know, if you don’t have any success finding a rich doctor, you don’t have to stay there the whole time,” Audrey suggested.

“That’s probably true. It becomes a question of how soon I want to go home.”

“Oh no,” Audrey returned. “If we’re going to wrap this up, you have no choice. You’ll have to go home. You can’t avoid going home because it’s going to be difficult or because you like your current boy toy.”

“I am enjoying him,” Michelle stated. “In fact, since you’re not going to be any fun and let me play hooky forever, I’m going to hang up and go wake him. See if I can get my toes curled again.”

“He does that to you, does he?”

Michelle laughed. “He knows a thing or two.”

“Did he pass the background check?” Audrey pressed.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“I’m sure Michael already knows.”

“Wow, all of a sudden, our connection has gotten bad,” Michelle declared.

Audrey laughed. “Have fun. Gotta go.” She disconnected.

Michelle set her phone on the end table and walked to the bedroom door. She stood for a moment and watched him sleep. She pulled the blankets back and admired his body, then smiled and crawled into bed. She knew what to do to wake him, quick and willing.


CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


After another round of exercise and a nap, Eric and Michelle lay in bed, face to face. Eric used one finger to push Michelle’s hair back. She grabbed his hand and kissed it.

“This is it, isn’t it?” Eric asked.

“I’m afraid so. I’m heading out tomorrow.”

“Do you know where?”

“I have a few days in Rochester, one or two at home, depending on how crazy my mom gets, then I’m off. I’ll be starting in San Diego,” Michelle replied.

“This has been great,” Eric remarked.

“It has,” Michelle agreed.

“I’ve loved every minute of it.”

“So have I.”

“I’m falling for you,” Eric admitted. “Hard.”

“I know. Me too. But we can’t. Not yet.”

“Then when?” Eric asked.

“I don’t know. I’ll have to get back to you on that.”

“I’ll be ready when you are,” Eric stated.

“Okay. Don’t wait around for me, though.”

“You’re saying I should accept another offer if it comes along,” Eric scoffed.

“Make sure it’s a better offer,” Michelle instructed. “Don’t go falling for anything that smiles at you.”

Eric laughed. “Did you start with a smile?”

“I think I started by kicking your ass.”

“That’s because I was too busy appreciating yours. It’s a fine ass.”

“It is.” Michelle rolled so her backside was closer to Eric.

He slid his hand under the sheet and across her body. It stopped before sliding between her thighs and lingered there. “Yep. It is a fine ass. One I could love for a long time.”

“I will work to keep it toned, just in case.”

“What do I have to do to convince you to stay?” Eric asked.

“I can’t,” Michelle pouted.

“I could tie you to the bed.”

“You could. For a while. But I’d still have to leave.”

“What do I have to do to convince you to come back?” Eric continued.

“Be patient.” Michelle paused with her eyes closed. “I’m sorry. I like you. A lot. I enjoy being with you. I enjoy being us.” She wiped at a tear. “But now, I can’t stay. I can’t commit.”

Eric nodded.

“I didn’t mean for this to happen,” Michelle explained. “I didn’t mean to fall or to let you fall. I sure as shit did not mean to hurt you. Except when I throw you or drop-kick you. You know, kick your ass in general.” He smiled, and she smiled back. “Really. I’m sorry. I wish it could be different.”

“I do, too. Let’s make the most of what we have left.” Eric leaned closer and kissed her. “Then we’ll see what the future holds.” His hand changed from lingering to between her thighs and moving up.
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Michelle drove to Rochester and checked into a cheap hotel at the edge of town. She bought a 1.75-liter bottle of tequila and a half-gallon of orange juice from the liquor store across the street.

In her room, she stared at the still-off television and drank directly from the bottles, using the orange juice as a between-gulp chaser. While she enjoyed tequila sunrises and margaritas, she didn’t bother with ice, grenadine, or salt and lime. No dilution. No easing the effect.

She was an hour into the combination when Michael Turner called. “What are you doing?”

“Moping,” Michelle answered.

“Ah, yes,” Michael stated. “An appropriate course of action.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You could have invited him to Rochester,” Michael stated.

“That would have made everything worse,” Michelle grumbled. “And I’d have had to explain even more than I already didn’t.”

“I’m sorry. You two were exactly what you needed at that moment.”

“How do you know?” Michelle asked.

“I’ve told you before, I know many things. It’s my job.”

“The moment could have been longer,” Michelle muttered.

“Maybe someday you can have another moment. In the meantime, you have the mission you selected to complete.”

“Yeah, I know. But this hurts as much as watching Brandon die.”

“Love does hurt. That’s one of its drawbacks. The pain is also proof love exists, that it’s real,” Michael reminded her. “The rewards are worth the risk and pain. Hasn’t this time with Eric, even though short, been worth it?”

“Yeah,” Michelle admitted. “It has. And I would have been good with it still going.”

“Maybe it will. It’s too soon to tell about anything. You’re too young.”

“I’m not feeling it now,” Michelle retorted.

“That’s the impending hangover talking,” Michael declared. “Finish your moping and drinking, and call me in the morning.”

“I can’t guarantee it will be very early,” Michelle replied.

“I’m sure it won’t. Have a drink for me.”

Michelle toasted the phone with the bottle. “I’ll do that. Is one enough?”

“It is. Have some dinner, too. A full stomach can help with proper moping.”

“I’m unable to drive, and I didn’t check into a hotel with room service,” Michelle whined. “Discretion, yes. Room service, no. I’m hoping they cleaned.”

“Have a pizza delivered,” Michael suggested.

“Ah, jeez, why’d you have to say that? That was our go-to food between vigorous romps.”

“Have one delivered for old time’s sake,” Michael suggested.

“Okay. Fine. But I’m going to cry first. Is that okay?”

“Absolutely,” Michael conceded. “Life is tough. Sometimes you need a good cry.”

“And I shall. Talk to you tomorrow. Some time.”


CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


Sheriff Scott Walker waited outside the bank at closing time. Heather Gray smiled as she locked the door and turned to see him leaning on her car. “You’re not here to give me a ticket, are you?”

“I don’t know. Did you do something I should cite you for?”

“I’ve done nothing more dangerous than being myself,” Heather returned.

Walker made sure she saw him looking her over. She wore a flower print blouse and a knee-length skirt. “That’s plenty dangerous. Did you have dinner plans?”

“I do now.”

“That’s the answer I was hoping to hear,” Walker replied. “How about the River House?”

“I’ll drive,” Heather offered.

Walker went to the passenger door and waited as she unlocked the car. It was a red Mercedes convertible. He opened the door, reached in, and moved the seat all the way back.

“Top up or down?” Heather asked.

“Your preference,” Walker replied.

“Down. When conditions allow, always go down.”

Walker smiled. “Couldn’t agree more.”

After the top was hidden in the back of the car, she tore off, tires squealing.

“Do you always drive fast?” Walker inquired.

“As fast as conditions allow, and depending on where your deputies are positioned.”

“Have you been pulled over because you were driving too fast?” Walker stated.

“I refuse to answer on the grounds I may incriminate myself,” Heather replied.

“Interesting. I may have to have a chat with my deputies.”

“Not on my account,” Heather declared.

“Nah, not yours. It would be on my account.”

“You don’t really want to eat, do you?” Heather asked.

“Not if you don’t,” Walker conceded. “What did you have in mind?”

“Ice cream,” Heather announced.

The conversation ended when she stomped on the gas, and the wind roared into the open car. They went west on County Road 8 until they drove into Schuller, where County 8 ended. Heather turned left and proceeded north on Minnesota State Highway 74. They crossed the Crow River and River Road NE, and she pulled into the Burger Shack.

“What will you have?” Heather pressed the call button.

The Burger Shack was an old-fashioned drive-in restaurant where you used a radio hanging on a pole to call in your order, and a car hop would deliver it to the car when it was ready.

“What you’re having is fine,” Walker replied.

When the operator responded, Heather ordered, “Two small cones dipped in chocolate and sprinkles.”

“Interesting,” Walker remarked.

A teenage girl walked out of the building and to the car about two minutes later. The ice cream was soft-serve. The curl at the top was partially melted by the molten, waxy chocolate that froze shortly after being dipped in a bowl of multicolored candy sprinkles.

Walker handed over a ten-dollar bill as Heather took the cones from the carhop. She handed one to Walker. He gestured that she should stop when she went to make change.

“When was the last time you had one of these?” Heather asked.

“If I’ve had one with sprinkles, it’s been years,” Walker answered. “Usually, I stop with the chocolate dip. How about you?”

“I try to have a cone once a week. I don’t want one more often than that, or they might quit being special.” Heather bit off the tip.

“I hate it when things quit being special.” Walker wiped his tongue along the edge of the chocolate above the rim of the cake cone.

“We need to preserve special things, or life gets mundane.”

“Commonplace and complacent. What a waste of a life,” Walker agreed.

“So true.” Heather started the car, backed out, and pulled onto Highway 74, then turned left onto River Road NE and followed it north, out of Schuller.

“Where are you taking me?” Walker asked.

“Someplace special. Someplace private,” Heather answered. “I’ve been waiting for the chance to have a serious talk with you.”

“That sounds ominous,” Walker suggested.

“Not for you.” The chocolate coating cracked, and Heather clamped her lips on a large piece. Sprinkles fell into her lap.

“Can I help you with that?”

Heather tipped her head back and opened her mouth. The piece of chocolate dropped in. She crushed and swallowed it, then licked her lips. Heather looked at Walker and smiled. “You’ll get your chance.”
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Heather pulled the car off River Road NE and onto a two-track driveway going through tall grass and headed in the general direction of the St. Croix River. The grass gave way to brush, then trees, and shade covered the car with sunlight flickering between the leaves.

The driveway emerged from the trees into a large clearing. The river was visible down a little hill at the rear of the clearing. On the high ground between the trees and the river sat a small house. It was one level with light gray, maintenance-free siding. The trim was a variation of burgundy. A cedar deck surrounded it on three sides.

Heather pulled the Mercedes behind the house and stopped so it was facing the river.

“Sometimes, I like to sit here and watch and listen to the water. It can be so peaceful, so soothing.” Heather turned and looked at Walker. “Do you ever do that?”

“I prefer a lake.”

“Why is that?” Heather’s gaze returned to the river.

“You know how they say you never step into the same river twice?” Walker asked.

“Yeah. I believe that’s true.”

“I do, too. It’s less true about a lake. A person can get to know a lake, at least more than they can a river. So, I like a lake better. Plus, it’s easier fishing. You can toss out your bait and wait. Can’t do that on a river. You have to pay too close attention. It’s not as relaxing even if nothing is biting.” Walker looked around. “Is this your place? I thought you had a little spot off Second North.”

“I do,” Heather confirmed.

“Then whose place is this?”

“You don’t know?” Heather asked.

“No,” Walker admitted.

“It’s Quentin’s,” Heather replied.

Walker said nothing.

“You really didn’t know?” Heather questioned.

Walker shook his head.

“I thought you guys were really close, knew everything about each other.”

“Evidently not,” Walker acknowledged. “How often did you come here?”

“Every week, at least once, sometimes twice,” Heather answered.

“Doesn’t Peggy complain?” Walker asked.

“She doesn’t know.”

“About this place? Or about you coming here?” Walker continued.

“Neither one.”

“What did you do when you came here?”

“How do you think I paid for my car?” Heather stated.

“You’re the vice president of the bank. That has to pay okay.”

“It doesn’t,” Heather grumbled. “Besides, how do you think I got to be vice president?”

“By using your college degree and your skills,” Walker suggested.

“Definitely my skills.”

“Quentin always claimed he was loyal and dedicated to Peggy,” Walker declared.

“About as much as a dog is to a tree. It’s his favorite until he reaches the next one and can lift his leg. Don’t get me wrong. Quentin loves Peggy, and I have no illusions that someday he’s going to say he loves me and dump her for me, but he’s far from monogamous.”

“Wow. And you think you know someone,” Walker remarked. “Are you loyal to Quentin?”

“As much as he is to me,” Heather announced. “Remember those sprinkles I lost?”

“Yeah, I do.”

Heather turned her back to the car door and hiked up her skirt. She raised one leg, swung it over Walker’s head, and rested it on his headrest. “Did you want to begin the search for them out here, in view of the river? Or did you want to go inside to look for them?”

Walker’s eyes followed her leg beneath her skirt. He turned his head and looked at her ankle near his cheek. He raised one hand, pressed a finger to her skin. It slowly began to draw a line from her ankle bone toward her knee. “I think we should start right here.”
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Scott Walker and Heather Gray lay in bed. He was up against the headboard, and she was tucked against him. His hand slid up and down her upper arm. Her fingers drew lines between the freckles and moles on his chest. “How did the audit go?” he asked.

“As far as I can tell, it went fine,” Heather explained. “Quentin positioned me close to where they worked. He told me to play the bimbo, hoping I could learn what was going on.” She lifted her head and looked at Walker. “Is that what he thinks I am? A bimbo?”

“I can’t imagine how he could,” Walker replied.

Heather slumped back against him. “He only wants me for sex, doesn’t he?”

Walker kissed her. “I can understand that. I want you for sex, too.”

She patted his chest. “Soon enough. I’m enjoying cuddling with you.”

“Is that what this is?” Walker asked.

Heather lifted her head and looked at him. Her eyes were cold, and her brow furrowed.

“I’ve never done this before,” Walker stated. “It’s kind of nice.”

Her face relaxed. “It is, isn’t it? Quentin never wanted to cuddle. It was sex and done, and he’d leave. I believe the expression was ‘wham, bam, thank you, ma’am.’ Sometimes, I’d stay here by myself, wondering if he’d come back, but he never did.”

“It was his loss.” Walker kissed Heather again. “What other surprises does Quentin have for us?”

“Like what?” Heather asked.

“Like you. And this place. What else do you know that you want to share with me?”

“I know there’s a lot of money going through the bank,” Heather replied. “I know you’re involved, as is our beloved mayor. Who creeps me out, by the way.”

“In what way?” Walker asked.

“Quentin is using me, but Ronald Pierce looks at me in ways that make me think it would hurt and end badly.”

“Interesting,” Walker commented. “What do you know about the money?”

“It’s been laundered when it arrives, and it’s being laundered some more when it gets deposited in the bank, then transferred out right away,” Heather recounted. “And last month, Quentin borrowed a bit. But I’ve looked into his accounts. Unless he has some accounts not affiliated with the bank he allegedly owns, he doesn’t have the money to replace what he borrowed.”

“What would you do if you were in my shoes?” Walker asked.

“To start, not hurt me.”

“Why not?”

“First off, I’m smarter than Quentin,” she replied. “I know how to manage the business of things, know enough not to borrow what I can’t replace, and am smart enough to know that whoever you’re working for or with would not appreciate somebody borrowing their money. They’re probably people you shouldn’t piss off.”

“And second?” Walker prodded.

“Because after I saw what was happening, I took precautions,” Heather stated. “If I get anything other than a happy ending, it all comes out.”

“That is smart,” Walker agreed. “Does Quentin have any backup plans like that in place?”

“I haven’t seen any, and he hasn’t told me about anything,” Heather stated. “Of course, he doesn’t know that I know what he’s been up to. The man doesn’t have a clue. He also doesn’t know how to properly cover his ass.”

Walker shook his head. “He actually thinks you’re a bimbo. Amazing. How could he underestimate you like that?”

“I can’t imagine,” Heather grumbled. “Talk about short-sighted.”

“That’s a good description. If something should happen to Quentin, are you prepared to step into his shoes?”

“I have to ask a question first,” Heather started. “Who actually owns the bank? Who would be my boss?”

“Quentin does own a share, but it’s small,” Walker answered. “I own a piece, and combined, we own enough to be majority shareholders. If something happens to Quentin, his portion is small enough that I can easily cash him out.”

“And the rest? Who owns the rest?” Heather asked.

“As long as you work well with me, you will never need to worry about our silent partners.”

“I can work with that. Yes, I am prepared to become president of the bank.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Walker kissed her.

When the kiss ended, Heather got to her knees and straddled Walker’s legs. “The cuddling was nice, and I’m sure we’re going to do more, probably lots more, but right now, it’s time for something a little more transactional.”

“Oh yeah,” Walker agreed. “Let’s exchange some fluids.”


CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


Michelle called Michael Turner slightly before noon. “Is this earlier enough?”

“This is a little earlier than I expected to hear from you. Are you okay?” Michael asked.

“No. I’m hungover,” Michelle admitted.

“Are you drinking again already?”

“No. I thought I’d wait until we talked first,” Michelle retorted. “I’ll be starting soon.”

“Did you eat last night?” Michael asked.

“Yes. I ordered a pizza.”

“What kind?”

“Eric’s favorite,” Michelle muttered.

“Ah,” Michael answered. “How was it?”

“It was wonderful. And it was horrible.”

“What did you do?” Michael asked.

“I ate a quarter of it, drank some more, then cried myself to sleep,” Michelle stated. “I’ve got it bad, don’t I?”

“You might. Time will tell.” Michael paused. “Whose credit card are you using?”

“Mine,” Michelle told him.

“Not one of the ones I gave you?” Michael asked. “Like the one that has your name on it?”

“No. I didn’t think this was official enough to use one of those,” Michelle replied.

“I want you to change hotels, go to one with room service, a pool and a gym. And use the credit card I gave you,” Michael instructed.

Michelle said nothing.

“That’s an order.”

Michelle still didn’t reply.

“Is that understood?” Michael asked, a note of pleading in his voice.

“Yes, sir,” Michelle responded.

“Good,” Michael replied. “I knew if you wouldn’t accept reason, you could still follow orders. So here is another order. Call me when you’ve checked in before you get to use the facilities or start drinking again.”

“Is it okay if I return to drinking?” Michelle questioned.

“It is. After you’ve followed these few simple orders. Understood?”

“Yes, sir.”

“To think Audrey complained you were undisciplined and argumentative,” Michael commented.

“She did not.”

Michael laughed. “You’re right, she didn’t. But I know you’ve still got it in you.”

“Yes, sir, I do.” Michelle saluted the phone. “After some more moping, I’ll go back to proving it.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Michael concluded.


CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


Audrey Phelps and Nathan Felknor flew on an unmarked military aircraft out of the Saint Paul Holman Field Airport headed toward Atlanta. “I don’t understand why we have to play passenger,” Audrey grumbled. “Either one of us could be flying this thing.”

“Or something nicer,” Nathan agreed. “I think we’re trying to maintain a low profile.”

“Couldn’t get much lower than this,” Audrey stated.

“It could be the hold of a cargo plane. I’ve been in those before. Even jumped out of one. This is pretty nice by comparison.”

“Michael should have let us take the chopper,” Audrey stated.

“He’s on it as we speak.”

Audrey turned to glare at him. “Who is flying him?”

“Some new guy. I haven’t met him yet. Supposed to be a hotshot.”

“We’ll be talking about this. I’m the hotshot. You’re the backup.” She folded her arms. “Do we trust Michael’s safety to anybody but us?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Nathan told her. “We’re investigators on a mission. We’re investigating. Someone else is flying Michael. We have our orders.”

“We’ll be talking about that, too.”

“You do that, but not with me. If you don’t mind, I think I’ll nap a bit.” He laid his head back on the seat and closed his eyes.

“Yeah, I probably should, too.” Audrey sat up. “Maybe I should check in with Michael.”

Nathan kept his eyes closed. “Maybe you shouldn’t. Maybe you should trust your boss, your commanding officer, and focus on the mission.” He opened his eyes and looked at her. “Have you rehearsed your conversation with Kendall Ziegler? A good interrogation is based on what we know. And right now, we don’t know shit. How are you going to fix that?”

“Boy, you’re grumpy when you don’t get your nap. If you don’t mind, I think I’d like to sleep a bit too.” Audrey sat back and closed her eyes. She wondered how the interrogation would go, too.

Nathan knew they knew enough to start a conversation with the former owner of the Dunn County Gazette but not enough to determine the truth. They would see where it took them and play it as it went. He looked at Audrey. Her eyebrow went up as if she knew he was watching her. He smiled, then laid his head back and closed his eyes again.


CHAPTER FIFTY


Michelle Lewis sat on the corner of the bed in her hotel, looking out the window at the downtown Rochester area surrounding the Mayo Clinic. She thought about Brandon, wondering if maybe they’d have had a better chance if they had checked into a hotel once. Or at least had sex in a bed. Or at least had more sex that wasn’t attempts at recreating porn from the internet?

Even if they had ever moved in together, had sex regularly, or at least more than the four or five times a week they had been, would Brandon have watched less porn? Could she have been his focus as they built a life? Nah, that was impossible.

She thought about Eric. Did they ever have a chance? Or was their future already ruined by Brandon getting murdered? If Michael Turner hadn’t come around with generous offers of employment and mysterious missions, would their odds have been any better? Or would she have been called up and shipped out without ever spending additional time with Eric, without ever making love to him? And was she confusing sex for love?

The answers probably weren’t waiting in Rochester, Minnesota, home of the Mayo Clinic and a huge population of Canada geese who never found the need to leave.

She called Michael Turner. “I am all checked out, and all checked in. This is much nicer.”

“I can see that,” Michael responded. “Both transactions have appeared in our system.”

“You know what’s happening that quickly?” Michelle asked.

“Absolutely. There is nothing that can’t be known in real-time.”

“That’s scary,” Michelle muttered.

“It’s the way of the world,” Michael stated. “What’s next?”

“Some time in the pool, then the hot tub. I might use the gym, but I’m tempted to go to the dojo on the corner and see if I can hit somebody instead.”

“Sounds like a plan. But don’t hit anybody too hard who doesn’t belong to us or doesn’t deserve it. We don’t need any insurance claims or lawsuits.”

Michelle disconnected, then went to the counter where her tequila and orange juice waited. She stared at the bottles, lifted the tequila, then set it down and took a long pull from the orange juice. “That’s enough feeling sorry for yourself.” She changed into her workout clothes and went for a run around Rochester.


CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


The plane landed, and Audrey and Nathan disembarked and exited through a secure area. A car waited for them, parked at the curb. As they approached, a woman got out. “Hello, Audrey, hello, Nathan. I’m Olivia Carew.” She was about Audrey’s height, five foot ten, with broad shoulders and thin hips. She wore jeans that were only a little skinny but displayed muscular legs and a T-shirt that revealed toned arms. “Michael sent me. I’m to be your driver.”

“That’s nice. He didn’t say anything to us about sending a driver.” Audrey dug around in her purse. “And I’ve never heard your name before.” Her arm came forward, and she pointed her purse at Olivia. “Yes, that’s a gun hiding in there. How about some proof?”

“Can I make a call to someone you know?” Olivia asked.

“Sure,” Nathan agreed. “Slowly, so she doesn’t have to wreck her purse.”

Olivia pulled out her phone and hit a few buttons. She had it on speaker.

“Olivia,” Michael Turner declared. “How are you?”

“I’m good, sir,” Olivia replied.

“Did you find Phelps and Felknor?” Michael asked.

“I did.”

“That’s excellent. How are they?”

“Paranoid, sir,” Olivia muttered.

“Good. It’s about time,” Michael cajoled. “Do you have me on speaker?”

“Yes, sir, they’ve been listening.”

“Hi, Audrey, hi, Nathan,” Michael continued. “How was the flight?”

“First class, sir,” Nathan replied.

“Good. Glad to hear it.” Michael laughed. “Are you convinced now? Can I leave you in Olivia’s care?”

“Yes, sir, we’re good,” Audrey countered.

“Bye,” Michael concluded.

“Thank you.” Audrey pulled her empty hand from her purse.

Olivia smiled. “Is there a gun in there? Or did you play me?”

“Let’s hope we never find out,” Audrey answered.

“You’ve been spending too much time with Michelle. She is turning you into a paranoid. I’m not sure this is a good thing,” Nathan grumbled. “Why can’t we drive ourselves?”

“We’ve been observing Kendall Ziegler for a few weeks now,” Olivia replied. “It’s a quiet neighborhood without much traffic. It would be best if you went in a car that’s already been seen in the area.”

“How do the people know your car?” Nathan asked.

“We moved in next door to observe,” Olivia told him.

You moved into the neighbor’s house?” Nathan was surprised. “You mean it’s a comfortable stakeout?”

“Very. Short-term vacation rental. We paid the owners to go away and leave us their house. They’re on a three-month cruise headed for Antarctica,” Olivia explained. “You’ll be able to stay and observe, then walk to the subject’s house for your interview.”

“I didn’t realize we needed to stay and observe,” Audrey interjected.

“You don’t, I guess,” Olivia countered. “But after you hear some of what we’ve learned, you may want to. Or you may want to go over and shoot this guy.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


Scott Walker called Heather Gray on her cell phone as she sat at her desk, waiting for the bank to close. She still had two hours. “I was wondering if I’d hear from you today.” The call might be the high point of her day.

“It’s been a busy day,” Walker replied.

“It’s been slow here. I’ve been bored. And I’ve had too much time to think.”

“What have you been thinking about?” Walker asked.

“Last night,” Heather replied.

“Last night was nice.”

“I’m glad you think so,” Heather stated.

“Don’t you?” Walker countered.

“I do,” Heather answered. “That’s why I was nervous about how you saw it.”

“It was nice, no doubt about it. And it was real. So real, I’m wondering when I can see you again.”

“We were seen together last night,” Heather pointed out. “Is that something we should be worried about?”

“I don’t think so,” Walker replied. “Both of us are consenting adults. Neither of us is in a serious relationship that anybody knows about. Why can’t we find pleasure in each other’s company?”

“Are you in a serious relationship nobody knows about?”

“I am not,” Walker answered. “I didn’t even have a casual relationship going.”

“When was your last date?” Heather pressed.

“Are we going to talk about the past? Did you want to discuss yours? Or should we focus on the future?” Walker countered. “That’s where I’m going.”

“Fair enough.” Heather nodded. “Let’s forget the past and focus on tomorrow.”

“I like that idea. Except for one important item.” Walker paused. “Will I see you today, in the present?”

Heather laughed. “I would like that. Do you want to go out in public? Or meet where we were last night?”

“Let’s take it public. Let’s be obvious. Let’s let the world know,” Walker stated.

“That’s brave for a second date,” Heather declared.

“Not with the way I feel.”

“Okay.” Heather smiled. “Let’s have a public date.”

“And save what happens next for later. As long as later is still tonight.”

Heather laughed again. “I’m in.”

“I’ll pick you up at your house at six,” Walker told her.

“It’s a date,” Heather replied. “I’ll be ready.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


The house in an Atlanta suburb was a two-story colonial with pillars in front. The driveway was circular. Olivia Carew pulled the car up to the front door and shut it off. She turned in the seat and faced Audrey and Nathan.

“You’re looking at Ziegler’s home right now. If they’re watching us, which they probably are, they’ve seen us come and go many times. They’ve seen us bring people over, some of whom have stayed for the night, a couple for a few days, and they’ve seen our guests leave. My partners and I are the constants. We believe your arrival shouldn’t raise any alarms.”

“Until we go next door, walk up to the house, and announce our presence,” Audrey added.

“Pretty much,” Olivia agreed. “But you won’t be going unarmed. You’ll have plenty of information to use against him.”

“Is Ziegler there?” Nathan asked.

“Yes. We’ve been monitoring closely. You’ll see our setup when we get inside. But I wanted to point the place out before we went in. Go ahead and be obvious tourists, oohing and aahing about the neighborhood when you get out. Everyone does.”

“So, they expect us to be impressed,” Audrey stated.

“I know I was,” Olivia conceded. “You’ll love our house too. It’s got the latest gear.”

Audrey stood on the step, waiting to go in and looking around the neighborhood. “You’ve landed in the smallest house on the block.”

“It’s what we could afford.” Olivia opened the door and led them in. “We spend most of our time in the basement. The family room has been converted for our needs.” The entryway was spacious and bright, with tall windows and white tiles. The living room was also mostly white. The furniture was highly polished and reflective aluminum, with white cushions. The color in the room came from throw pillows and two paintings.

Nathan stopped and stared at the one above the sofa table. “Is that the lady of the house?”

“That’s her mother,” Olivia answered.

“Impressive,” Nathan concluded.

“The whole family is model perfect. When I came across some family photos in one of the upstairs bedrooms, I had to look really close. The photos were so good and the subjects so perfect, I thought they might be the pictures included to help sell the frames. You know, the ‘your family could look this good in this frame’ stuff.

“My mom has frames on the mantle where she never bothered to replace those pictures,” Nathan observed. “People think, as a result, that I’m the ugly brother. The problem is I don’t have a brother.”

“Doesn’t make you any less ugly,” Audrey muttered.

“Ouch,” Olivia countered. “To be clear, I’ve seen worse.”

“Thank you for the ego boost,” Nathan grumbled.

“Any time,” Olivia replied. “Your rooms are in the basement.”

“That hardly seems fair,” Nathan remarked. “We’re the guests.”

“You won’t be here long enough to get comfortable. Besides, I was here first. I got the master suite.” Olivia led them to the space between the living room and kitchen and to the stairs going down.

“We weren’t planning on being here long,” Audrey stated. “We thought we’d drive to his house, interview him, and fly out today.”

“For a normal interview, I agree. That’s probably how it should have gone. But as I told Michael when he told me to meet you at the airport, there’s nothing normal about this guy. It’s amazing he’s lived to be this old.”

They reached the basement family room. Nathan and Audrey stood facing a wall of monitors displaying the feeds from a dozen cameras. A rack of digital recorders flashed lights as they received sounds from an equal number of microphones. Two technicians wearing headphones, their hands on their computer mouse, monitored the happenings.

“How long have you guys been here?” Audrey tossed her overnight bag to the side against a couch. Nathan did the same with his bag.

“About a month. Ever since we started researching the Dunn County Gazette. Something didn’t sit right from the very beginning.” Olivia pointed at the man on the left. “That’s Rodriguez.”

He raised his hand and waved without looking at them.

Olivia pointed at the man on the right. “That’s Henschell.”

Henschell turned and looked at them. “Welcome to paradise.”

“How’s our friend doing?” Olivia asked.

“He’s been quiet today,” Henschell answered. “No outbursts, no broken anything. Almost civilized.”

“Play the conversation with McCarthy,” Olivia directed.

“Coming right up.” Henschell turned back and manipulated his mouse, then pointed at a set of speakers to their right.

“Quentin, how delightful.”

“That’s Ziegler,” Olivia announced. “This is from ten days ago.”

“Just before the audit,” Nathan added.

“I need your help,” McCarthy declared.

“What can I do for you?” Ziegler asked.

“I need some money.”

“You have a bank,” Ziegler muttered.

“I can’t take it from the bank,” McCarthy blurted. “There are rules, and there’s an audit coming up.”

“What do you need money for?”

“Peggy needs some special treatments,” McCarthy pleaded. “To get them, I need cash.”

“I can’t help you,” Ziegler countered.

“Why not?” McCarthy cried.

“Because it’s a lost cause.”

“It isn’t. It can’t be.”

“It is,” Ziegler stated. “Somebody signed Peggy’s death sentence two years ago when they found her cancer. That would have been God. There is no coming back from this. I’m sorry to tell you this, but your wife is doomed. Spending money on her now is a bad investment.”

“But I helped you when you needed it,” McCarthy reminded him.

“You did, and I appreciate it. But this is a different time, a different situation, and it will not have a positive outcome.”

“But…”

“Goodbye, Quentin.” Ziegler ended the call.

“Wow. What a nice, sympathetic friend,” Audrey declared.

“That’s only one example,” Olivia said.

“Any idea what kind of help McCarthy provided Ziegler?” Audrey asked.

“Not yet,” Henschell answered. “We’re still digging.”

“Who else has Ziegler talked to?”

“Scott Walker twice, nothing incriminating,” Olivia replied.

“His conversation with McCarthy wasn’t incriminating,” Nathan countered.

“No, but it was indicative of what kind of human being we’re dealing with,” Olivia stated.

“Who else?” Audrey asked.

“Ryan Westrum,” Olivia confirmed. “Play that one for them.”

“You got it,” Henschell answered.

After a few seconds, Ziegler came on the phone. “Hello, Ryan. How’s the newspaper business?”

“What the hell did you get me into?”

“I didn’t get you into anything,” Ziegler snapped. “You did it to yourself when you bought a perfectly viable business.”

“Our deal was solid.” That was Westrum.

“It was,” Ziegler agreed.

“Then why am I getting pressured to refinance it and take out a bundle of cash?” Westrum asked.

“Who is trying to get you to do that?” Ziegler responded.

“The local banker, McCarthy,” Westrum stated. “He claims he handled all your business accounts.”

“I had an account in his bank, yes,” Ziegler conceded. “Is he offering you better terms?”

“Not really. Plus, he wants me to take half a million out for working capital.”

“That sounds excessive.” Ziegler paused. “Do you need working capital?”

“No.”

“Then don’t do it,” Ziegler directed.

“McCarthy insists it will be good for my business. He says it’s a growth opportunity,” Westrum stated. “He also suggested I would do it if I knew what’s good for me. That sounded like a threat.”

“I’m sure he didn’t mean for it to come out that way,” Ziegler countered. “There are times his mouth gets in his way.”

The conversation ended. “There is a call coming in,” Rodriguez announced.

“Let’s have it,” Olivia directed.

“Hey, Kendall, how are you doing?” It was Scott Walker.

“I’m fine. Why are you calling? This is becoming a habit we can’t have,” Ziegler replied.

“Because of Quentin,” Walker answered. “He took Peggy and left for Mexico a few days ago.”

“Did you give him the money he needed?” Ziegler asked.

“I did not,” Walker replied. “He borrowed it from the deposits.”

“Not a good plan,” Ziegler grumbled.

“No, it isn’t. I told him I’d cover him for now,” Walker said.

“You’ll do nothing of the sort,” Ziegler told him. “Our friends will correct the situation.”

“Understood,” Walker answered.

“Don’t call here again,” Ziegler commanded.

“Believe me, I don’t want to talk to you either,” Walker countered. “I thought we were done.”

“We are. I’m retired. I moved so I wouldn’t have to deal with any of this ever again,” Ziegler reminded him.

“Any what?” Audrey shouted. “Say something useful.”

“Enjoy your life,” Walker stated.

“You as well.” Ziegler disconnected.

“We got another call coming in,” Rodriquez interjected. “Busy day.”

“Kendall, you’ve got to help me.” It was Quentin McCarthy. There was a lot of background noise.

“Quentin, where are you?” Ziegler asked.

“I’m in Mexico. I’m getting Peggy her treatments,” McCarthy explained.

“Then what do you need me for?” Ziegler questioned.

“I’m using money I shouldn’t be using,” McCarthy whined. “I think Walker’s pissed. Pierce definitely is. Walker said he’d cover for me, but I can’t pay it back.”

“Quentin, old friend,” Ziegler consoled. “I want you to relax and take care of Peggy. What’s done is done. I will send help. Email me the address of the clinic. Everything will work out fine.”

“I knew I could count on you,” McCarthy replied. “Thank you.”

“No thanks are necessary. We’re friends. And I always remember my friends.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


Michelle returned from her run and swam laps in the hotel pool until several children arrived. She smiled at them and their parents, thought savages, and climbed into the hot tub. It also became crowded, and she returned to her room.

After a long shower, she sat in a chair at a small round table facing the window and looked at a file folder lying on the table. She opened the file to reveal a picture of Sheriff Scott Walker. “Why have I been avoiding you? You’re just a bully. You’re nothing to be afraid of.”

She began to read. After reviewing the file and portions of it twice, Michelle didn’t have a course of action mapped out. She wished Eric was there so she could be distracted and not think about it for a while. She wished Audrey was there so she could discuss her target. She guessed Michael Turner would tell her the course of action was hers to choose, and he would support her wherever that went. She wished Brandon was there so she could tell him she was sorry.

Michelle returned to the counter where her tequila and orange juice waited. She stared for a moment, then gulped orange juice and dumped the tequila down the drain in the bathroom sink.

It was time to go home.


CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


Audrey looked at Nathan. “Whatever Ziegler and his buddies were into before, they are still in it. They are still dirty.”

“Why would Ziegler change because he moved out of Dunn County?” Nathan asked. “And why would the others quit doing what was working for them?”

“The question is, what are they into?” Olivia asked.

“A lot of money goes through the bank, but it all comes from legitimate sources,” Nathan stated. “And goes to legitimate sources. I’ve seen the records.”

“But where do the legitimate sources get it?” Audrey questioned. “We need to follow the money back further.”

“And where does it go after it leaves the bank?” Olivia suggested.

“If it’s being laundered, and it arrives ‘clean,’ the bank in Kittredge gives it another layer of clean. It looks better the next time someone has a chance to look at it.”

“How do we approach Ziegler?” Nathan inquired.

“As if we know it all, the whole scam,” Audrey replied.

“Won’t he see through us?” Nathan asked.

“We need to make him believe,” Audrey insisted.

“My job has never included acting before,” Nathan grumbled.

“Do you want to sit this out?” Audrey pressed. “I’m sure Olivia or one of the guys would take your place.”

Rodriguez spun his chair and nodded.

Henschell added, “Absolutely. I’d love to get out of the basement and back on the stage.”

“When did you act?” Olivia asked.

“Grade school,” Henschell stated. “I was the fourth villager and the fifth guard in the school play.”

“What was the play?” Olivia asked.

“I don’t remember. I was young then, and it was long ago,” Henschell replied. “Not that it mattered. Like I said, it was grade school. Who could recognize a grade school production as theater? Certainly not my parents.”

“I’m sure they were proud,” Olivia added.

“Mom was,” Henschell replied. “Dad looked really rested when I saw him after the play. But he was smiling.”

“A good nap will do that,” Rodriguez suggested.

“You may have been spotted as one of the neighbors. They may not have seen me yet.” Nathan looked at the monitors. “Unless they have tech like we do. When did you get so many cameras positioned?”

“Some are the neighbors’ security feeds. We snuck out at night and positioned a few cameras. Some we placed with drones,” Rodriquez explained. “And some we placed as if they were monitoring our security.”

“What, you set up a bunch of cameras and pointed them the wrong way?” Nathan asked.

“That’s exactly right,” Rodriquez mocked. “Oops. My mistake. I have no idea what I’m doing. Let me fix that for you.”

“It makes as much sense as anything else we do,” Audrey concluded.


CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX


Scott Walker sat in a booth at the River House in Schuller. Heather Gray sat across the table. Walker was smiling. The restaurant employees weren’t used to seeing that. Usually, he was cold, suspicious, and intimidating. A couple thought he had a nice smile and should use it more.

Heather Gray had always been pleasant to people in the service industry. Before graduating from St. Cloud State with a business degree, she had worked many hours at some restaurant or bar, fending off all forms of approaches from the drunken and misogynistic clientele of fine establishments that, in her heart, she wanted to burn to the ground. When the job opportunity at the bank came into view, she put everything she had into getting it. As she would readily admit, she found the right position to earn the position.

The special that evening was walleye. They were having a nice dinner and enjoying the casual conversations people who are getting to know each other have over dinner. Both would admit to enjoying the other’s company.

Serious conversations about business and finance would happen later, after sex.

Walker’s phone made a noise. “This is dispatch. They know to call me only if it’s serious. I better take it.”

Heather nodded.

“Walker.”

“Sorry to bother you, Sheriff,” Lindsay, the evening dispatcher, stated on the line. “But I knew you’d want to know about this right away.”

“It’s okay, Lindsay. What’s up?”

“We received a report from Mexico. A few hours ago, two men stormed a clinic. They were carrying submachine guns. They killed everyone at the clinic, then made off with an assortment of drugs.”

“It’s unfortunate, but that happens too often down there,” Walker observed.

Lindsay hesitated. “Quentin and Peggy McCarthy were at the clinic. They’re both among the dead.”

“Sweet Jesus.” Walker looked at Heather and blinked a few times. She was appalled at his loss of color. His smile was gone, too. “Okay, Lindsay, I’ll be in to the office soon.”

“Okay, Sheriff. I’ll keep monitoring the feeds until you get here.”

He disconnected and set his phone on the table. “You never know where life is going to take you.”

“It wouldn’t be life, wouldn’t be worth living if there weren’t any surprises,” Heather replied.

“The McCarthys are dead. Killed when somebody went into the clinic to steal drugs,” Walker informed her.

“Oh my God. That’s horrible.” Heather slipped off her shoe and set her foot on the bench between Walker’s legs.

He felt her wiggle her toes, looked down at her bare foot, and smiled. “It is. Such a shock. Such an unfortunate… Sweet Jesus, who’d have thought something like that could have even happened?”


CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN


Michael Turner called Michelle. “Where are you?”

“I’m headed home,” Michelle replied. “I’m as far as Inver Grove Heights.”

“Can you get someplace safe to participate in a conference call?” Michael asked.

“How soon?”

“Now,” Michael directed.

“Okay, exiting the freeway. Give me five minutes to get parked.” Michelle exited Highway 52 at Concord Avenue and went northeast until she came to Cahill Avenue, where she turned right and soon pulled into the parking lot of a Walmart. She stayed as far from the building as she could and parked so she could see anybody approaching her car from any side.

Michael Turner called. “Michelle, I’ve got Audrey and Nathan and a few others listening in from Atlanta. Can you all hear me okay?”

Michelle said she could. She recognized Audrey’s voice in the collective response from the other end.

“Things are coming to a boiling point,” Michael explained. “The McCarthys were murdered today during an apparent burglary of the clinic where Peggy McCarthy was receiving treatments for her cancer.”

“That must be the help Kendell Ziegler promised was on its way,” Audrey stated. “He was on the phone with Quentin McCarthy at the time. Before that, he had talked with Scott Walker.”

“When was that?” Michael asked.

“About three hours ago,” Audrey replied. “Since then, we’ve been reviewing additional recordings, trying to determine what we were looking at and what our next step should be.”

“As I said, we’re reaching the boiling point,” Michael continued. “His idea of help was to eliminate the McCarthys.”

That was met with a moment of silence as the realization sank in.

“We were intending to interview Ziegler and head back. But to be honest, it looked as if he would be a hostile and probably uncooperative witness. As the death of the McCarthys proves, he is still involved with the proceedings in Dunn County, and not in a good way,” Audrey explained.

“Forget the interview with Ziegler. Clear that location,” Michael directed.

“Is that for us, too?” Olivia asked.

“It is. All of you should return to your bases of operations as soon as practical.”

“Understood,” came a chorus.

“Audrey and Nathan, divert from Atlanta and Minnesota and conduct the interview with the survivors of Seth Robinson. That was next on your agenda, wasn’t it?”

“It was, sir,” Nathan replied.

“Very good. Do it,” Michael ordered.

“And me?” Michelle asked.

“You said you were heading home, didn’t you?” Michael asked.

“That’s right,” Michelle answered.

“What’s your intention when you get there?”

“A little surveillance, get close to Ryan Westrum, investigate a bit more, ruffle some feathers, and eliminate the sheriff from the equation,” Michelle stated.

“Your plan sounds good. You should proceed with it,” Michael told her. “I will find a way to get assets close in case you need some assistance.”

“Understood,” Michelle replied.

“All of you, be careful,” Michael cautioned.


CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT


Michelle had lingered in the Walmart parking lot, then went in and purchased some arrows, a small Bowie knife (small being a ten-inch blade), a folding camp shovel with a canvas cover so it could hang on your back or pack, a twenty-yard roll of black fabric, a ten-yard roll of window screen and six rolls of clear plastic shipping tape. She also had a sandwich at the Subway that served as the Walmart snack bar.

From there, Michelle stopped at the bank, emptied her safe deposit box, and closed her accounts, then took the long way to Kittredge, driving along the St. Croix River and through Stillwater instead of Minneapolis or Saint Paul, finally up Minnesota Highway 74 to Schuller and west on Dunn County Road 8 into Kittredge as it was turning dark.

As expected, the town was pretty much shut down for the night. A light was on in the sheriff’s office, but no extra cars were on the lot. The lights flicked off in Ruby’s Diner as Michelle passed in front of it. She continued across Branch Creek, past the Donlan place, and around the curve until she reached her own driveway.

Michelle turned into the driveway, stopped the car, and turned off her headlights. She couldn’t stop herself from asking whether what she was about to do was the right course of action. Her dad stepped out the front door and stood at the edge of the porch, and it was decided. She turned on her headlights, drove the rest of the way in, and parked in front of the barn.

Robert Lewis stood in the middle of the yard, surrounded by shadows, when Michelle walked back to him. They hugged.

“Are you okay?” Robert hadn’t released her.

“What? No hello?” Michelle didn’t try to pull away.

“Hello. Are you okay?” Robert finally relaxed his grip, and they leaned back and looked at each other.

“I’m better now.” Michelle smiled, then slipped her arm around his waist and led him back to the house. Inside, she asked, “How come you’re still up?”

“I stayed up to see if the sheriff would drive by,” Robert told her.

“I’ve been gone. Is he still doing it every night?”

“Most nights. Is he expecting you back? Are you bringing trouble?”

“I hope not, and probably.” Michelle drew a deep breath. “It’s time to wake Mom and tell you what’s going on.”

“No need to wake me.” Melinda Lewis stood on the stairs coming from the bedrooms. “I heard voices.” She came down the last few steps, crossed the room, and hugged Michelle. “I’ve been so worried.”

“Why?” Michelle asked.

“Because I’m your mother. It’s my job. And you’ve been more secretive than normal, even with your dad.”

“I have?” Michelle countered.

“To be honest, you’ve been getting more distant since Brandon left town,” Melinda replied. “Not that he was your best choice, but still.”

Michelle snickered. “Mom, really, now is not the time to be critical of my old almost boyfriend.”

“Well…” Melinda hedged.

“But yes, losing Brandon changed me, and he’s why I’m here now.” Michelle pointed at the kitchen. “Let’s have coffee and sit so I can tell you a story.”


CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE


Audrey Phelps and Nathan Felknor flew from Atlanta to the Chicago Executive Airport in Wheeling. As they came out of the terminal, a man who was about six foot six, extremely fit with sculpted features, and wearing a T-shirt and jeans met them. He introduced himself as Anthony Petrocelli.

Audrey was the first in the car. She watched Anthony as he waited for traffic to let him around the car and to his door.

“This driver is much more interesting,” Audrey remarked.

“I don’t know,” Nathan replied. “Olivia Carew won a place in my heart.”

“I’ll let her know,” Audrey stated.

“You wouldn’t,” Nathan protested.

“No, you’re right, I wouldn’t. Part of my job as your partner is to protect your fragile heart.”

“You think she’d break my heart?” Nathan asked.

“Yeah, I do,” Audrey replied.

“Maybe hers would be the heart to be broken. Maybe it already is. We just met, and I’ve already had to leave her,” Nathan pointed out.

“Yeah, no. I don’t think so,” Audrey scoffed.

Anthony got in the car and pulled out into traffic. “My instructions are to drive you to the home of Seth Robinson’s brother, let you conduct your interview, and get you back on the plane.”

“Understood,” Nathan returned.

“Evidently, no surprises this time,” Audrey stated. “Nothing like what Olivia pulled on you in Atlanta.”

“I thought sure we’d have more time,” Nathan grumbled. “It started off that way.”

“I don’t think we were prepared to interview Ziegler,” Audrey protested. “Not after it became apparent that he was still involved.”

“How do you stay involved in a criminal enterprise while moving away and claiming you’re retired?” Nathan asked.

“It would have to involve a lot of trust,” Audrey suggested.

“Or a lot of knowledge and safeguards so no one would risk taking you out.”

“Wouldn’t Quentin McCarthy have had safeguards in place? He had to have known what kind of people he was dealing with,” Audrey suggested.

“We’ll have to ask Michael if it’s possible somebody can monitor his outgoing mail,” Nathan stated.

“That would be assuming the package, whatever form it’s in, left his office or his place of work,” Audrey added.

“Are there enough suspicious circumstances about their deaths to justify a warrant and seize what’s in McCarthy’s house and office?” Nathan asked.

“You contact Michael and pose those questions. I’ll check with Anthony, see what he can tell us about the Robinsons.”

“And after that, maybe I’ll call Olivia, plan my next assignment.” Nathan dug into his pocket for his phone.

Audrey unbuckled her seatbelt and slid forward on the seat. “Anthony, what can you tell me about the Robinsons?”

Anthony shot her a glance in the rearview mirror. “You know Seth Robinson was an auditor for the FDIC and SEC. He did the last two audits at the Kittredge bank four years ago, then two years before that. After the last audit, he went on a camping trip in the Boundary Waters Canoe Area. He disappeared and is presumed to have drowned.

“His parents are dead. He and his brother Justin inherited their home in Highland Park, Illinois. They both lived there until Seth’s death. Justin still lives there. He works as a finishing carpenter. Two years ago, he married his high school sweetheart, Cara, after they met up again at a high school reunion. It was his first marriage, her second. They have no children together.

“Cara has a daughter with her first husband. They share physical and legal custody. The divorce appears amicable. There are no indications of hostility or animosity between the ex-husband and the current.”

“What’s your position with our team?” Audrey asked.

Anthony smiled. “From my conversations with Michael, I suspect I am the Chicago you.”

“Hmm,” Audrey muttered.

“Michael doesn’t hesitate to compliment me on my performance but makes it pretty clear you’re the best, the standard we all should strive for,” Anthony explained. “Which is funny and difficult because, like you, I know very little about what anybody else on our team does.”

“Someone recently asked me how many people were on our team,” Audrey pointed out. “At the time, I told her six. I’ve met five more in three different cities since then.”

“I knew you existed. I knew nothing about Nathan.”

“He’s one of my five new teammates,” Audrey replied. “Suggestions on how to approach Justin Robinson?”

“Everything I’ve read suggests he is a regular guy,” Anthony answered. “Approach him that way, tell him why we’re asking about his brother. It might be good to say we know where his body is, even if it was because of murder.”

“The funny thing about that is one of our team does know where the body is,” Audrey countered. “She hasn’t told the rest of us. Seth has not been recovered yet.”

“Maybe leave that part out,” Anthony suggested.
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Traffic was comparatively light, and the drive took twenty-five minutes. Anthony pulled the car to the curb in front of the house, a stucco ranch in an established neighborhood.

Nathan knocked on the door, which was answered a few seconds later by a smaller woman in faded jeans and an oversized sweatshirt emblazoned with a giant pink rose. Her hair was pulled back and tied with a pink ribbon.

“Cara Robinson?”

“Yes.”

Nathan held up his badge. “I’m Nathan Felknor with the U.S. Marshals Service. This is my partner, Monica Hammond. Is your husband here?”

“What’s this about?” Cara asked.

“We need to talk to him about his brother,” Nathan replied.

Cara Robinson looked them both over carefully. “Can I see your badge again?”

Nathan showed it to her. Audrey held up her Monica Hammond credentials. Cara looked at them carefully and compared them to the faces before her.

“You better come in.” She held the door open, and they entered the house. The entryway was small, with enough room to turn around and one person to remove their coat at a time. The floor was sand-colored ceramic tile.

Beyond the entryway was the living room, in the process of being painted. Plastic drop cloths covered the furniture. The wood trim had been removed and lay in the middle of the carpeted floor, covered with a plastic drop cloth. Where the trim couldn’t be removed and along the edge of the carpet was painter’s tape.

Standing near the far wall was a man in his mid-thirties wearing a blue T-shirt and cargo pants. Splotches of eggshell-white paint that matched the new paint on the walls spattered his clothes. The man turned to face Nathan and Audrey.

“They are with the U.S. Marshals Service,” Cara Robinson explained. “They want to talk about Seth.”

“Hi, Justin. I’m Monica Hammond. This is my partner, Nathan Felknor,” Audrey stated. “We received a reliable tip. We may have found your brother’s body. He did not drown on his canoe trip. He never made it to his canoe trip.”

“But they found his car and his canoe,” Justin replied.

“We believe it was staged,” Audrey told him. “We believe he was murdered in Kittredge, Minnesota, after his last audit.”

Justin looked at Cara, then at the paint on his hand.

“When will you know that you found him for sure?” Justin’s foot tapped.

“We know approximately where his body is located,” Nathan answered. “We will know more soon. The recovery process will begin within a few days.”

“What are you waiting for?” Justin twisted his lips like he was chewing on the inside.

“The warrants, the proper clearances,” Nathan explained. “Plus, some time to move the proper assets into the area.”

“Do you know who killed him?” Justin was having trouble standing still. Cara moved to where he stood and wrapped her arm around his waist. He put an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close.

“We believe so,” Audrey remarked. “The source is very reliable.”

“What do you need from us?” Justin asked.

“Only some answers,” Audrey stated. “Did Seth ever talk about his job, tell you stories about his audits?”

“No. He said he couldn’t, that it wouldn’t be right,” Seth supplied.

“That’s true,” Nathan confirmed. “It’s all confidential information.”

“Did he ever talk about anyone threatening him as a result of his job?” Audrey asked.

“No.” Justin looked around. “I’m sorry I can’t offer you a chair. Work was kind of slow, so we decided it was time to paint.”

“We could move into the kitchen,” Cara suggested. “It’s mostly intact.”

Audrey smiled. “This is fine. We only have a few more questions.”

“Did Seth keep any files at home? Did he have an office here?” Nathan asked.

Justin and Cara looked at each other. “Yeah, he did,” Justin replied. “After they said he was dead, I kind of ignored it all. You know, pull the door shut, pretend he’s not dead.”

“Perfectly understandable,” Audrey stated. “I’d probably do the same thing. At least for a while.”

“I did, and I was okay with it,” Justin continued.

“Until we got married and I moved in,” Cara added. “Then we needed the space so my daughter could have a room when she stayed with us.”

“Cara shares custody with her ex, so their daughter, our daughter, is here every other week,” Justin explained. “We needed the room, so we packed all of Seth’s stuff into boxes. They’re in the basement.”

Audrey and Nathan looked at each other.

“I wasn’t sure anybody would ever ask about the stuff,” Justin muttered. “But it seemed wrong to toss it.”

“Can we see it?” Audrey asked.

“You’re welcome to it. This way.” Justin led them into the kitchen and down the stairs into the basement. It was unfinished but neat, with tool benches along two walls. In the corner, behind the furnace and water heater, stood a gray metal shelf. Three printer-paper boxes sat on the bottom shelf.

“You have a car, right?” Justin asked.

“Yes, we do,” Nathan affirmed.

Justin pulled out a box. “This one isn’t too heavy. Is your back okay?”

“Yes,” Audrey replied.

Justin handed the box to her and reached for another box. He gave that one to Nathan, then turned and grabbed the third box. “Let’s load them into your car and get you on the road.” He paused. “Unless you have more questions.” He started for the stairs.

“I don’t believe we do. We might have more after we’ve gone through your brother’s files.” Audrey followed Justin, and Nathan came up after her.

“If you do, you can call me. It would be wonderful if you’ve found his body.” Justin shook his head. “I couldn’t believe he fell out of his canoe and died. He was too good. He did whitewater in a kayak. Falling out of his canoe on a calm lake? It didn’t make sense.”

“At least we’ve answered that question,” Audrey stated.

“And when you arrest who killed him…well, I’ll come visit the bastard in jail,” Justin added.

Cara held the door open, and Justin led Audrey and Nathan out of the house. Anthony saw them coming and popped the trunk release, then scrambled from the car to take the boxes and stow them in the trunk.

Audrey and Nathan shook Justin’s hand, waved to Cara, and climbed into the car. As he put the car in gear, Anthony observed, “That looks like a productive interview.”

“It was,” Audrey agreed. “And since we have to leave town, it appears you’ve got your work cut out for you.”

“Any guess what I’m looking for?” Anthony asked.

“Not a one,” Audrey replied.

“But we suspect you’ll know it when you see it,” Nathan added.


CHAPTER SIXTY


The death of Quentin and Peggy McCarthy bothered Scott Walker more than he wanted to admit. He lay awake next to Heather Gray, feeling her pressed against his hip, listening to her regular breathing as she slept, and thinking about losing friends. Losing people, having them move or die, was a natural part of life. Unless it was premature, a business decision, and you were somehow responsible.

Which he knew he was.

The deaths of the other people who left his life didn’t bother him. Even those where he had pulled the trigger. There were no ghosts in his world, no haunts, no regrets.

Yet, here he was, lying next to a woman who understood him, who had appetites that matched his own, unable to sleep in spite of the energy they had expended in the hours since dispatch had called him with the news he knew was coming.

Maybe he should wake her for another workout. Maybe Heather could do something she hadn’t done to him yet and distract him enough to fall asleep afterward. She had the skills and imagination, and evidently the experience, to do exactly that.

He looked at her. She stirred a little, then rolled over. Walker sat up, lifted the covers, and admired her body. He placed a kiss on her hip and got out of bed.

Walker climbed into his vehicle and sat, looking at the stars. A drive past the Lewis residence was one of his nightly habits. He never knew why. It was a good idea to keep an eye on people who might not be what they appear to be. Was that Michelle Lewis? What was she? What did she know? Why did she stir his instincts like she did? As if she could hurt him? As if she actually knew enough about anything he had done to make a difference.

He left Heather’s place and drove home. What did anything matter when you had lost a friend and mentor?


CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE


Michelle inhaled deeply. “Brandon didn’t leave town. He was murdered. Him and another man. They’re buried in the woods.”

“Why didn’t you go to the sheriff?” Melinda asked.

“Because Sheriff Walker is the one who pulled the trigger,” Michelle replied.

“I can’t believe that,” Melinda scoffed.

“You can believe it. Because I saw it,” Michelle scoffed.

Melinda’s eyes were locked on her daughter’s, whose gaze did not falter. After a long moment, Melinda sighed. “Okay. I believe you.” She shook her head. “But I don’t want to believe it. There has to be an explanation.”

“There is. Walker is not one of the good guys.” Michelle paused. “He’s a murderous piece of shit who has ruined more lives than Brandon’s.”

“Why are you telling us this now?” Robert questioned.

“Because I intend to do something about it,” Michelle answered. “Which means you two are no longer safe.”

Melinda sat up straight, her hand on the table, her brows scrunched. “You think he’ll come after us? Why would he do that?”

“The whole county is afraid of him. Walker and his friends will do anything to make sure that doesn’t change,” Michelle stated.

“But…” Melinda counted.

“He suspects I know something,” Michelle insisted. “After he killed Brandon, he went looking for me, to see if I had been with him and would slip up or say something. I played it well enough, managed to fake an alibi so he couldn’t do anything. But he hasn’t stopped watching me.”

“That’s why he drives by here in the middle of the night,” Robert observed.

Michelle nodded. “If anything comes out, he will suspect I told you what happened, and he will try to finish us all off before we get too far. We’re loose ends.” She inhaled deeply. “The news probably isn’t out yet, but Quentin and Peggy McCarthy were killed today.”

“What happened?” Robert asked.

“They were in Mexico, trying new treatments for Peggy’s cancer,” Michelle explained. “Someone attacked the clinic. They stole drugs and killed everybody there.”

“That means it was all about the drugs,” Melinda insisted.

Michelle shook her head. “The drugs were the cover. It was about tying up loose ends, which the McCarthys had become.”

“How do you know?” Robert continued.

“I’ve been on active duty this whole time, assigned to a special unit,” Michelle answered. “They have access to information like that.”

“What kind of special unit?” Melinda asked.

“I really can’t tell you that. But it’s probably better if you don’t know. At least until this is over.”

Melinda blanched. “My God. What have you gotten yourself into?”

“A position where I can help people,” Michelle stated. “The first one I’m going to help is Brandon.”

“I assume you have a plan,” Robert pressed.

Michelle took each one by a hand. “I do. The first step is for you two to take a long vacation, preferably with friends or our extended family, someplace safe where lots of people know you.”

“Jesus,” Melinda muttered.

“Pick up Donald and take him with you, too,” Michelle continued.

“Your brother?” Melinda scoffed. “What’s he got to do with this?”

“He is part of my family,” Michelle pointed out. “That makes him expendable.”

“Where would we go?” Melinda grumbled.

“She’s right,” Robert conceded. “Our family isn’t that large, and neither is our network of friends. If they’re looking, like you think they will, they won’t have much trouble finding us.”

Michelle looked from one face to the other. Fear and confusion controlled her mother’s expressions. Her father displayed concern but no fear.

“It must have been hell for you all this time, knowing the truth about Brandon and not feeling like you could do anything,” Robert continued.

“Yeah, it has sucked,” Michelle told him. “Especially feeling like I couldn’t tell you two. Or Brandon’s mom and dad. They’ve been through hell too.”

“They have,” Robert agreed. “Maybe, after this, assuming we all survive it, they’ll find some resolution and closure.”

“We all need it,” Michelle insisted. “I’m going to call a friend, see if I can’t get you hidden away until this is over.”

“But…” Melinda grumbled.

“This needs to end soon. And it will,” Michelle stated. “Go pack.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO


Michelle called Michael Turner. “Before this gets much further, I need my parents to be somewhere else. And my brother.”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Michael agreed. “I know the perfect place.”

“Do you remember the airport in Cambridge?” Michelle asked.

“Of course.”

“I will have my parents there before sunrise,” Michelle told him. “My brother is in school in Saint Paul.”

“I will send someone to pick them all up,” Michael confirmed. “Don’t worry about them. We won’t let anything happen. Watch your back, though.”

“I will. And, Michael…”

“Yes?”

“Thank you.”

“It’s what we do,” Michael stated. “We take care of our own first.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE


As the military aircraft approached the Saint Paul Holman Field Airport, Michael Turner called. Audrey put him on speaker. “That was some interesting stuff you received from Justin Robinson,” Michael observed. “Someone will be working on those files for a long time. And there will be quite a few people receiving visits from the IRS.”

“What was there?” Audrey asked.

“Those files provided a very clear motive for Seth’s murder and suggest a number of possible killers.”

“But we know Robinson died in Kittredge. Michelle saw it.”

“And it’s a good thing she did,” Michael commented. “As I said, the files provided lots of motive for lots of people. If we didn’t have a witness and access to his body, we may have never found out who killed him. Or even that he’d been murdered.”

“So, it was fortunate that Michelle was traumatized when she was,” Audrey muttered.

“It doesn’t sound good when you say it like that, but yes, it is,” Michael agreed. “Another plus is that the trauma she experienced had helped us find our new team member.”

“Is she the newest?” Audrey asked. “Because we’ve met a bunch of people lately that are obviously on our team, and we had no idea they existed.”

“I knew where they were and what they were working on,” Michael replied.

“We didn’t,” Audrey insisted.

“You didn’t need to,” Michael stated. “Until Michelle brought us this mission, you were all working on separate projects. I expect you’ll go back to doing that soon. But now you know the team is more than us.”

“Yes, sir,” Nathan confirmed.

“Here’s what you’re doing next,” Michael continued. “Audrey, the chopper is waiting for you at Holman. Go to Cambridge, pick up Michelle’s parents, and bring them to the Twin Cities. Michelle will get them to the airport and will meet you there.”

“Nathan, take the car and go pick up Michelle’s brother,” Michael added. “The address will be texted to you before you land. Where to take them will be sent to you as well.”

“Are they in danger?” Audrey asked.

“We’re not taking that chance,” Michael answered.

“We’ll take care of them,” Nathan promised.

“I know,” Michael replied. “Michelle is counting on us, and we don’t want to let her down.”

“That would be a really bad idea,” Audrey muttered. “You can imagine how she’d respond, and it would be the worst thing any of us have experienced.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR


Michelle was in the barn, running the edge of her new Bowie knife along a grinding wheel, when Robert walked in. She examined the blade and smiled, then turned off the electric motor. “That smile was a little scary,” Robert pointed out. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” Michelle insisted.

“You act like you’re going to war. Is all this really necessary?”

“It is. Justice has waited too long, the area lives in fear, and things need to change. This is long overdue.”

“Maybe you’re right. But justice is patient. And there are other ways to get it.” Robert paused. Their eyes remained locked. No one would look away. “Do you really believe he’d come after us?”

“After he shot Brandon, he searched the woods to see if Brandon had actually been alone. If I hadn’t used what you taught me, skills in the woods, how to move quietly, how to recognize danger, I’d have ended up in the same hole. And we wouldn’t be having this conversation.

“Yes, I absolutely believe he will not hesitate to hurt or kill anybody to protect what he has built.” Michelle stared hard at her father. “That’s why I’ve done nothing until now. Because I didn’t have a plan, and I didn’t know if I could protect you.”

“That’s not your job,” Robert insisted.

Michelle smiled at him. “It is now. Don’t get me wrong…Dad. You’ve been a wonderful father, and I love you. But this is my mess, and that means it’s my turn to be the adult.”

Robert smiled. “Nice emphasis on ‘Dad,’ as if you’re trying to remind me of my position in your world, to put me in my place, to remind me I’m older than you. But I can help you.”

“I have other people coming to help me. Your job is to protect Mom.” Michelle pointed at a backpack leaning against a post in the middle of the barn. “I’ve packed you a kit. I hope you don’t need it. But I want you prepared, just in case.”

“What’s in it?” Robert asked.

“Tools, weapons, ammunition,” Michelle replied.

Robert crinkled his brow. “Am I going to get in trouble for carrying all that to wherever it is you’re taking us?”

“You’ll be traveling in style,” Michelle told him. “You will have nothing to worry about.”

“I don’t know.”

“You have to trust me on this,” Michelle insisted. “You will be fine.”

Robert gave a half-hearted nod.

“Are you and Mom ready to go? We need to leave.”

“We’re packed,” Robert replied. “I was coming to tell you that. I hope I haven’t left your mom alone for too long. She might try to take everything.”

“This isn’t an evacuation order,” Michelle stated.

“Your mom likes to be prepared, too. I hope there’s room in the car,” Robert grumbled.
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Melinda Lewis stood in the middle of the living room, slowly turning in a circle, when Robert and Michelle entered the house. “I feel as if I’m seeing all of this, our home, for the last time. Like we are fleeing in the night, abandoning everything we’ve worked for.”

“We are moving to a safe place for a short time. Yes, we happen to be doing it in the middle of the night. But it’s not forever. It probably won’t even be for long. But we need to leave.” Michelle grabbed the handle of one of the suitcases and started for the door. “I’ve decided we have one other stop to make before we leave town, though.”

Robert brought a suitcase out the front door. Melinda carried her purse. Michelle went back for another suitcase and locked the house. They loaded the car, and Michelle climbed behind the wheel.

“I haven’t ridden with you since I taught you to drive,” Robert stated.

Michelle put the car in gear and stepped on the gas. “By the way, I have to thank you for how you taught me to drive. You were so calm and patient.”

“Only on the outside,” Robert replied.

“Well, it worked. I’ve talked to lots of people who were traumatized by their parents teaching them to drive. They made it sound like an absolutely horrid experience. We were trading stories one night at the bar. That’s what we did in college. Anyway, one guy told us his first lesson ended with him in tears.”

“That’s sad,” Melinda muttered.

“It is,” Michelle agreed. “But it’s also funny because he was a defensive end on the Gopher football team. He even had a short career as a pro.”

“Okay, that is funny,” Melinda conceded. “Your father taught me to drive with a manual transmission. It may be what taught him the patience to teach you.”

“She killed the car a few times,” Robert offered.

“Lots of time,” Melinda added.

“And we did lots of jerky motions as we pulled away from the stop signs, but overall, she didn’t do too bad. We had a lot of fun that day.”

“You were conceived that afternoon,” Melinda commented.

“Aw, jeez, Mom, I don’t need to know that!” Michelle whined.

“Well, you were.” Melinda’s expression was matter-of-fact. “We were at Burnett Park in Skylar, looking at the lake, and one thing happened after another.”

“And here you are,” Robert concluded.

“Traumatized by the truth about your driving lessons,” Michelle muttered.

“Where are we going?” Robert asked.

Michelle turned the car into a driveway. “I decided we need to tell Brandon’s dad the truth and get him to safety, too.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE


Garth Young stepped onto the front porch as Michelle pulled the car to a stop. She got out of the car and strode to meet him, her mom and dad following quickly.

“You’re out kind of late, aren’t you?” Garth asked.

“You’re up kind of late, aren’t you?” Michelle responded.

“Don’t sleep much. Too many memories,” Garth replied.

“You need to know the truth about Brandon,” Michelle stated.

“He’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“Has been all along, hasn’t he?” Garth muttered.

“Yes. I’ve known the whole time, but I couldn’t tell you until I knew how to fix things.”

“You can’t fix dead,” Garth concluded.

Michelle looked at him, then looked around. “No. You can’t. No matter how much I wish things were different, I can’t fix them.” They stared at each other for a few breaths. “The people we needed to tell about Brandon’s death, the ones who led the search for him after you reported him missing, the ones responsible for keeping us all safe, were the ones who killed Brandon. I was afraid to tell you, to tell anyone, because I knew it would put your life in jeopardy, too.”

“Why are you telling me now?” Garth asked.

“Because it’s time to fix this,” Michelle answered.

“We’ve heard the story, and we’re headed for a safe place while Michelle and some people she works with bring Brandon’s killers to justice,” Robert explained. “You should come with us.”

Garth looked confused. “Why? I have nothing to live for. My son is dead, my wife is gone. I can’t function. I’ve let the farm turn to shit. What does it matter?”

“Because knowing Brandon’s killers are caught might let you grieve properly, might help you move on and return to living,” Robert suggested.

“I think Brandon would have wanted you to do that,” Melinda added. “He was a wonderful boy. So full of life. He’d be disappointed to see you giving up.”

“How can I help?” Garth asked.

“Come with us,” Michelle explained. “Let me get you someplace I know is safe so the people I work with can do what we need to do without having to worry about anybody coming after you.”

Garth stared at her.

“Please,” Michelle added. “Do this so I can make it up to Brandon.”

“Give me a few minutes.” Garth turned and walked into the house.

Ten minutes later, Garth sat next to Michelle in the front seat, holding a paper grocery bag with all that he brought. Melinda and Robert were in the back seat. Melinda leaned toward Robert and rested her head on his shoulder. They held hands.

“Brandon was supposed to take over the farm,” Garth explained. “He and his mom kept talking about building a big new house a little farther from the road.”

“On the hill,” Michelle added. “Brandon said he’d be able to watch the animals and monitor the crops from the second-floor window or the second-floor porch outside his window when he was being romantic and theatric since the house would be in the center of the property and on the high ground.”

Garth turned and looked at her. “He told you all that? I thought it was him and his mom imagining, indulging in some make-believe.”

“No. He was serious. One time, and this scared the crap out of me, he said he’d let you and Karen continue to live with us.”

“No shit?” Garth asked.

“No shit,” Michelle agreed. “I would have been okay with you living with us, but the fact that he was planning that far ahead? That’s what scared me.”

Garth turned to look at her. “When was that? How old were you when he started planning all that?”

“I think we were twelve. I hadn’t even let him kiss me yet, and he’s planning our forever.” Michelle sniffled.

“I never knew.” Garth returned to staring through the windshield.

“Neither did we,” Melinda told him.

“I don’t know if it would have worked out like he planned, but he was so sure,” Michelle stated. “Sometimes life gets in the way.”

“It sure does,” Garth agreed.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX


Sheriff Walker drove past the Lewis residence as part of his morning rounds. He pulled to the side of the road and stared.

Robert Lewis was a creature of habit: up early, drinking coffee, and reading the paper before heading to work. Melinda Lewis was more erratic in her habits. She only worked part-time, never early in the day, woke when she felt like it, and tended to stay up late. Walker knew that Robert was often up when Walker did his late-night drive-by, wondering what Michelle might be up to.

But here he was, sitting across the road from a dark house.

Robert’s car sat in the driveway. Walker got out of his car and crossed the road. He walked slowly up the driveway, his hand on his weapon. He relied on the streetlight and the starry sky to guide him as he headed to the garage and looked in the service door window. Melinda’s car was parked there.

He’d never known the Lewis family to take an extended vacation. Robert and Michelle would often go camping and hunting, often at this time of day, but it wasn’t hunting season, and neither were the types to poach, and they never took Melinda. She was too delicate of a flower to spend time hiking and killing.

He got close enough to the house to peek in the windows, but he didn’t try the doors, didn’t consider letting himself in. Walker would have to return later and watch further. Or use the resources available to him. If they weren’t here, they were somewhere.


CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN


The helicopter was in the same obscure corner of the airport in Cambridge, Minnesota, where they met last time. Michelle pulled the car as close as she could without getting beneath the blades. Audrey Phelps and Michael Turner exited the helicopter and walked to the car. Both were in uniform.

Michelle performed the introductions. “Mom, Dad, this is my boss, Colonel Michael Turner.”

“At your service.” Michael shook both their hands.

“Why is the military involved in all this?” Robert asked.

“Your daughter invited us,” Michael replied. “I can’t tell you much more than that yet.”

Michelle pulled Garth forward. “This is Garth Young, Brandon’s dad.”

Michael extended a hand. “My condolences at the loss of your son, Mr. Young. Rest assured, we are doing everything we can to find justice for him.”

“Thank you, sir. But I’m also puzzled by your interest in my son. Isn’t this a civilian matter?”

“I firmly believe that justice is a matter for everybody. It applies to all living beings equally. It’s how I’ve lived my life, and I believe it’s what made me successful in my career.”

“I guess if I get my son back, it doesn’t matter who does it,” Garth replied.

“It does not,” Michael agreed. “As long as justice is attained. That’s what matters. But Michelle has been leading this effort and pushing us to be better and do more. That makes finding justice for Brandon very personal.”

Michelle was stuck on what Michael said, wondering how she had been pushing anybody to be better and do more. Had she?

“Captain Phelps, would you get our guests comfortable in the chopper, then rejoin Michelle and I near the car?” Michael asked. “We will be leaving in about five minutes.”

“Yes, sir, a pleasure.” Audrey surprised everyone by giving Robert and Melinda a hug. Melinda, especially, was stiff. “It’s so nice to see you again.”

She shook Garth’s hand as she led him toward the helicopter. “I’m so sorry for your loss. Michelle has told me some stories. He sounds like quite the fine young man.”

Michelle leaned close to Michael. “What stories have I told? I don’t remember that. And what happened to Audrey? She hugged my parents.”

“Sometimes, the world works in unexplainable ways,” Michael suggested.

Audrey got Melinda, Robert, and Garth seated and buckled in, then returned to where Michael and Michelle waited. “We’re set, ready to leave when you are.”

“There are things you both need to know,” Michael announced. “The information volunteered by the family of Seth Robinson was a gold mine. Our contacts at the justice department are now preparing search warrants that will allow us into the bank, the homes of McCarthy, Pierce, and Walker, and the offices of all three. It’s going to take a little time, however.”

“It’s okay. I need some time,” Michelle replied. “My next step is to talk to Ryan Westrum and hopefully be seen doing it. From there, I’m heading into the woods.”

“Do we want to know more?” Michael asked.

“Not yet.”

“You’ll be careful, right?” Audrey questioned. “I promised your parents.”

“Yes, I’ll be careful,” Michelle declared. “By the way, when did you get so close to my parents?”

“I had an awakening after listening to the recordings and phone calls with Kendall Ziegler and meeting with the Robinsons,” Audrey answered. “I will be going to visit my family when this is over.”

“Really?” Michael asked. “Do you think you’re going to get some time off?”

“Umm.” Audrey’s face lost its color.

“Of course you are,” Michael continued. “I think it’s a wonderful idea.”

Michelle smiled. “I do, too. I may even ride along.” She paused. “Did you get my brother?”

“We did. I heard from Nathan before you arrived,” Michael announced. “Nathan said he didn’t even have to threaten him.”

“Donald has always had a high respect for law enforcement. He wouldn’t do anything to get his head busted,” Michelle explained. “We need to get Brandon’s mother and aunt, too. They’re in Stillwater.”

“With the arrival of Garth Young, I noticed the change to the plan, so we’ll take care of them too. You’re probably right about Brandon’s family being in danger, too, even if they’re not in Dunn County.” Michael tried to smile. It didn’t open like his smiles usually did. “Depending, of course, on how you proceed.”

“If I follow the course of action I am considering, it should be a major shitstorm.”

“Sounds like my kind of plan,” Michael replied.

“What? Are you kidding?” Audrey asked. “You need to wait until I can return and cover your backside.”

“I’m not waiting, and I don’t want you too close,” Michelle stated. “Like I said, I’m going into the woods.”

“What does that do?” Audrey asked.

“Out there, in the woods, I’m in charge. I will talk to you soon. If not, you’ll know when things are happening. You’ll see my signal.”

“You’re not going to blow up the whole town, are you?” Audrey questioned.

“I wouldn’t do anything like that unless I had you and your helicopter,” Michelle replied. “I won’t be using any missiles to open any doors.”

“You better not,” Audrey pouted.

“This operation is yours from here on out,” Michael stated. “Be careful.”

“The only way to be.”

Audrey hugged her, turned, and walked to the helicopter. Michael smiled and followed.

“What? No salute?” Michelle asked.

Michael turned and looked back. “Not between friends.” He waved and continued.


CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT


Ryan Westrum unlocked the door to the newspaper office, stepped inside, and pulled the chain that turned on the open sign. He walked into his office and found a woman sitting in his chair, her feet up on his desk.

“Good morning,” she greeted.

“Who are you?”

“Michelle Lewis.”

“What are you doing here?” Ryan looked around. “How did you get in?”

“I let myself in. You should probably get a better security system,” Michelle suggested. “I’m here because we need to know each other better.”

“I don’t know you at all,” he told her.

“You’re not trying,” Michelle replied. “But I know a lot about you.”

Ryan was silent.

“You want to be a serious journalist. A real, old-fashioned newspaper reporter in search of the truth.” Michelle took her feet off his desk. “But you hate the competitive nature of big-city journalism. The old get the story at any cost, no matter who gets hurt, the type that focuses on being first and broadcasting blood. But it always seems to be you getting hurt.”

He continued to say nothing.

“You’ve been arrested, and from your medical records, you were beaten up pretty bad at least once. Was that by the police? Or the people you were reporting about?”

“Both, actually,” Ryan replied. “Same event.”

Michelle acted shocked. “Wow. That sucks. Talk about getting caught in the middle. You thought buying a small-town newspaper might give you what you need. A voice, a place to do research, to do serious investigative journalism. You bought the Dunn County Gazette cheap, thinking you were getting an incredibly good deal and could start building from there. Instead, you bought a mouthpiece for the community leaders, and it came with a lot of baggage.”

“What do you know about baggage?” Ryan asked.

“You’re somehow still indebted to the previous owner, and you’re getting pressure to refinance your SBA loan through the Kittredge bank,” Michelle explained. “Not to mention, you want to report the events around the city, like the city council meeting, but you suspect most of the business in the area is being conducted in closed-door meetings that no one knows about.”

“How do you know all this?”

“I know even more. The problem is much of what I know will get you killed.”

Ryan’s eyes narrowed. “You have a flair for the dramatic.”

“Has anything I’ve said been wrong?” Michelle asked.

“Well, no. Not really,” Ryan admitted.

“Based on what you know and suspect, do you want to really shake things up?”

“Yeah, I’d love to. I’d love to find out what isn’t being told to any of us,” Ryan admitted. “How are we going to shake things up?”

“Let’s go to breakfast,” Michelle suggested.

“Whatever.” Ryan shook his head.

“And for shits and giggles, when somebody asks, let’s tell them we’re on a date,” Michelle continued.

“Are you, by chance, a psychopath? Or missing some of your medications?” Ryan asked.

“Reasonable questions. And I assure you I am not.” Michelle smiled. “But assuming we survive this, I guarantee you one hell of an exclusive.”

Ryan stared at her for close to a minute. “Okay, I’m really curious, and I’m really tired of being shuffled around until I give up without any answers, so okay, when is our breakfast date.”

Michelle matched his gaze. “Right now. You haven’t had your breakfast, I haven’t eaten in a while, and this all cannot wait any longer.”

“What cannot wait any longer?” Ryan asked.

“The shake-up, the shake-down, the shake the prey from the tree, the drive the monsters from paradise,” Michelle answered. “You’re the reporter. You’ll come up with marvelous analogies when the time is right. In the meantime, let’s eat.”


CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE


Sheriff Scott Walker sat at his desk in his office in the Dunn County Sheriff’s Headquarters. It was his least favorite place to be. He read through emails, a few reports, and replied as needed. The Dunn County Sheriff’s Department was too small, with too few men to cover the entire area. He would have to consider female deputies in the next budget cycle. For appearances, if nothing else.

The five major towns of Dunn County had three men stationed close by, working out of their homes, so the area was covered twenty-four hours a day. Dispatch was in Schuller, in the Dunn County offices, and also covered twenty-four hours a day. The ladies in dispatch all lived in Schuller and were good at their jobs.

Walker called his deputy in the Kittredge area. “Hey, Keith, how are you doing today?”

“Excellent, Sheriff,” Deputy Keith Glenn replied. “And how about you?”

“Fine, just fine.” Walker paused. “I drove past the Lewis place this morning. It was dark. Have you heard anything about power outages in the area? Or if either of them was under the weather?”

“No, nothing like that,” Glenn answered.

“Did you hear if they were planning a trip?” Walker asked.

“No. It’s all been quiet.”

“That’s pretty much how everything feels to me, too,” Walker continued. “That’s why it struck me as odd that it was so dark.”

“I’ll make an extra pass or two past their place today,” Glenn offered. “If there aren’t any signs of life later, I’ll do a welfare check.”

“That would be perfect,” Walker stated. “Let me know if you need anything.”

“Will do,” Glenn concluded. “You have a nice day.”

Keith Glenn was one of his most loyal deputies, had been with his department almost twelve years, after Walker recruited him from Saint Paul when he received what Walker thought was an unfair charge of excessive force.

Glenn appreciated getting out of the capital city and quickly adapted to Walker’s style of policing. He had assisted in many ways on many projects on behalf of the sheriff. Four years back, he had made a trip to Boulder, Colorado, where he sabotaged and abandoned a pickup truck before catching a Greyhound bus back to Minnesota.

Walker had sat long enough. He needed to be out in the community. Control, security, and the safety of his community depended on him being visible and mobile. Walker left the building, climbed into his car, and drove to Main Street.

He almost crashed his vehicle into a parked car in front of the bank when he saw Ryan Westrum and Michelle Lewis walking down the sidewalk together. He regained control and pulled to the side of the street. His mouth hung open as he watched them enter Ruby’s Diner, talking, smiling, and laughing.

They should not be together. It was not going to be a nice day.


CHAPTER SEVENTY


Michelle couldn’t help but smile. “Did you see that? Walker saw us and almost had an accident.” They were walking slowly, as if enjoying the company and the weather.

“It wouldn’t have been serious enough to fix anything. But it would have made a great front page,” Ryan stated.

“He’s one of the reasons we’re going to breakfast, one of the people I hoped would see us,” Michelle explained. “Although it wouldn’t have taken long for word to reach him.”

“Gossip in this town does seem to have a direct line to the sheriff,” Ryan agreed.

“The whole county, actually. He’s got a solid network that we need to use.” They reached the door to Ruby’s Diner. “We can’t talk about any of that while we’re in here. It needs to look like a date, like two people getting to know each other.”

“I’ll do my best.” Ryan opened the door so Michelle could enter first.

She led them to a table toward the back, near the booth Walker always used, smiling at the patrons as she went. They all knew she was not a smiley person, so people immediately noticed the change. Uncomfortable smiles were returned. “The Twin Cities has a dating service called ‘It’s Just Lunch’ that I used once. I don’t know that they have a breakfast component.”

“Yeah, this is different. I have to be honest, I’m a lot nervous. I don’t remember my last date. I only remember it didn’t go well.” Ryan held the chair for Michelle as she sat. “How was your lunch date that time?”

“The food was good.” Michelle laughed. “Since we’re being honest, I’m nervous, too. My lunch date in the cities is one of the few dates I’ve had since my friend left town. We were close, and I never understood why he took off.”

“Did you ever find out where he went?” Ryan asked.

“No,” Michelle replied. “I talked with his dad a few times. If he knew where Brandon was, he wouldn’t tell me. But looking at Mr. Young, I don’t think he knew. He’s a mess.”

“That’s too bad. The number of people who disappear every year is staggering. Most of them are found again, but too many aren’t. And that kind of loss, well, not knowing doesn’t let you grieve.”

“It doesn’t,” Michelle agreed. “Maybe that’s why no one asked me out.”

“It took a stranger moving to town for you to finally get a date close to home.”

Michelle smiled. “Pretty much.”

Ryan cleared his throat. “Well, all those who didn’t ask, they certainly missed out.”

“Thank you.” Michelle set her hand on the table, close enough that Ryan could have touched it. “I’m having a nice time. I’m glad you moved to town.”

Donna arrived with menus and coffee, and Michelle pulled her hand back. They ordered and chatted about where they had lived, their families, pets, preferences in music and books, the usual date stuff. In spite of how the date started with breaking and entering, it was going quite nicely. At least, that’s what Donna and the other patrons thought.

Sheriff Walker and Ronald Pierce entered the restaurant and approached their usual booth. Walker stopped across the table from Michelle. “Good morning, Ryan, good morning, Michelle. When did you get back?”

“This morning,” Michelle told him. “In time for us to have breakfast. Unfortunately, I won’t be staying long. I have an interview tomorrow.”

“Hey, a job, that would be great. Good luck.” Walker took a step. “Are your folks on vacation? The place seemed extra dark this morning.”

“If they are, they didn’t tell me,” Michelle replied. “Maybe they spent the night at the casino. I know there was a concert at one of them recently they had been talking about.”

“Yeah, maybe that’s it,” Walker stated. “I’m sure they’re fine.”

“I’m sure they are, too,” Michelle agreed. “I’ll stop by for a few minutes before heading out. If they’re there, we’ll visit. If not, it’s their loss, and I’ll talk to them later.”

“Either way, I’ll do an extra drive past later to be sure everything is still okay,” Walker offered.

“That’s wonderful. Thank you,” Michelle told him. “You know, everyone in the area appreciates your diligence.”

Walker nodded and climbed into his booth.

Michelle and Ryan switched to talking about concerts they had attended.

Very little conversation came from the other table. Michelle wondered if they were missing Quentin McCarthy, who always seemed to lead the conversation, or if they were quiet because she and Ryan were close.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-ONE


They finished their breakfast. When Michelle stood to leave, she turned to Walker. “Again, thanks for everything you do. Have a nice day.” She smiled and followed Ryan Westrum from the restaurant. Once in front of the window, Michelle didn’t have to look to know they were being watched, then slipped her arm in Ryan’s, and they walked close together back to his office.

When she was sure she couldn’t be heard, Michelle asked, “What did you think? Did our presence together make them nervous?”

“It sure seemed to. What do you know that I don’t, that they’re afraid you’re going to tell me?”

“Lots of things,” Michelle stated. “But you’ll get to know them all soon enough.”

“I’m guessing you have a plan.”

“I do. It’s a little vague still. Do you have a lot on your schedule today?”

“Every day in Kittredge is a slow news day,” Ryan grumbled. “Only the school board meeting this evening.”

“Great. Let’s take your car and go for a drive,” Michelle suggested.

“Okay. Why not.” Ryan led her to his car, the only one in the parking lot beside the newspaper building. “Where is your car? How did you get to my office?”

“My car is in a secure location,” Michelle answered. “I walked to your office.”

“Are there secure locations in Kittredge?” Ryan asked.

“I never said my car was in Kittredge.”

“Then how far did you walk?” Ryan inquired.

“Let’s say I got my steps in for the day,” Michelle stated.

“Your plan isn’t the only thing that’s vague.”

“No, but my plan is the only thing that isn’t intentionally vague,” Michelle admitted.

Ryan unlocked the car and opened Michelle’s door. After she slid onto the seat, he closed the door, circled the car, and climbed in. He fired up the engine, put it in drive, and pulled out of the lot. “Where am I going?”

“Right now, turn the corner and pull over,” Michelle instructed. “We want to drive down the street at the right moment.”

“I’m guessing you’ll tell me when that is.” Ryan stopped at the corner, checked the traffic, then turned the corner and pulled to the curb in a no-parking zone.

“I will.”

“Okay, but it’s a rule in my car. You wear your seatbelt,” Ryan commanded.

“Don’t worry, I’ll buckle up when I’m ready.”

Ryan looked at her, with his brows furrowed, but said nothing.

Scott Walker and Ronald Pierce stepped out of Ruby’s Diner. “Okay, it’s time.”

Ryan pulled away from the curb and drove down Main Street.

“Not too fast,” Michelle cautioned. “We want them to get a good look.”

The car moved forward. Ryan looked directly ahead like he was trying not to see the sheriff and the mayor watching them.

Michelle leaned across the seat and partially over the steering wheel and planted her lips on those of Ryan Westrum. His eyes grew wide, but he kept the car driving straight. In her peripheral vision, Michelle saw Walker watching them. She wondered if he might pursue, pull Ryan over for distracted driving.

They crossed County Road J as if headed toward Schuller. Michelle dropped back into her seat and buckled herself in.

“Would you care to explain yourself?” Ryan asked.

“Shock value. Walker’s eyes were as wide as yours were.”

“Well, it was a surprise,” Ryan enthused.

“I’m sorry. I thought it was a good idea, and it needed to appear spontaneous, which it kind of was. I was not, in any way, attempting to compromise you. I am not trying to take advantage of you or use you. Nor do I want to put you at too much risk.”

“Okay,” Ryan stated. “But can any further spontaneous attempts at shock value be under safer circumstances?”

“You did great.” Michelle laughed. “You drove more controlled than Walker did the first time he saw us together.”

“Am I, in some way, competing with the sheriff for your attention?” Ryan asked.

Michelle laughed. “No, there’s no competition.”

“But there is a risk,” Ryan concluded.

“Some,” Michelle agreed. “But you’re already at risk.”

“I am? Why?” Ryan asked.

“Because of whom you bought the business from, because of who he is still in business with, and because you’ve worked hard to remain independent of what Walker and his friends want,” Michelle explained.

“That means you believe I was in danger before you came in and complicated things,” Ryan complained.

“Yes, it does.”

“Isn’t life marvelous?” Ryan grumbled.

Michelle thought it might be a rhetorical question. Or one she couldn’t answer correctly. Or one Ryan really didn’t want answered. She remained silent.

“Where are we going?” Ryan continued.

“If you don’t mind, I’m hoping we can spend a few hours together, hanging in plain sight,” Michelle suggested.

“You’re trying to cause further distress to the sheriff,” Ryan concluded.

“That too.”

“What else?”

“I’ve actually enjoyed myself so far today, being with you,” Michelle answered.

Ryan turned and looked at her. “Is that real?”

“Yes,” Michelle conceded.

“Good. Because I’ve been enjoying myself, too. In spite of the inherent risk in being seen in your company.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-TWO


Scott Walker froze. Ronald Pierce walked into him. “What the hell,” Pierce grumbled.

“That’s what I want to know,” Walker snapped. “How much does that little bitch know?

“I’m guessing you’re talking about Michelle Lewis,” Pierce hedged.

“Of course I am. Why is she hanging with Ryan Westrum?”

“Has she ever done anything wrong?” Pierce asked. “Has she ever done anything to suggest she knows the truth?”

“No,” Walker admitted.

“Then why are you scared of her?” Pierce pressed.

“I’m not scared of her,” Walker muttered.

“Then why are you watching her? Driving past their home at all times of day, having a deputy do it too?”

“There’s something about her,” Walker stated.

“Is this your ‘cop gut’ telling you something?” Pierce asked. “Or have you become a psychic?”

“Do not doubt instinct,” Walker commanded. “It’s saved many a life.”

“I’m sure it has. We are only animals no matter how smart we think we are.”

“What are you saying, Ron?”

“Maybe your instincts are right,” Pierce concluded. “Maybe it’s time to cut and run.”

“We have too much invested here to do that,” Walker stated. “Besides, we have ‘friends’ who will never let us walk away.”

“I have no intention of following the McCarthys, so you better figure out if she knows anything,” Pierce instructed. “Until you do, neither of us will be safe because you’re going to do something to screw all this up and put a target on our backs.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-THREE


They drove to the Burger Shack, which wasn’t open yet. It was still too early for lunch or ice cream, so they turned around in the parking lot and headed back to downtown Schuller. Ryan slowed as they went past Valley Records, the record store that had been open for more than twenty-five years. “Nothing changes at Valley Records, does it?”

“Even the ads in the windows don’t change,” Michelle agreed. “Do you listen to vinyl?”

“I do. It’s still the best. But I wonder how he manages to stay open.”

“You should interview him, ask him for yourself,” Michelle suggested.

“You don’t wonder?” Ryan asked.

“No. First, I’m not an investigative reporter, digging for the truth or the dirt,” Michelle told him. “And second, the store has been open longer than I’ve been alive. I’m not about to doubt or question an institution.”

“Fair enough,” Ryan conceded. “Your idea to do a profile of one of the county’s business leaders is a good idea. Might as well share some positive news since the powers that be don’t want to share anything of value.”

“It’s been a while since I’ve been in the store,” Michelle pointed out. “Shall we?”

Ryan pulled to the curb, and they got out. A set of sleigh bells hanging on the door jangled as they went in. Tom Heard, the owner, was a burly man with long, dirty-blonde hair with a touch of gray and tied behind his head. A splash of red was visible in his graying beard. “Morning. Anything special you looking for?”

“Not really,” Ryan stated. “Neither of us has been here for a bit.”

“I know.” Tom looked at Michelle. “It’s been, what, about five years? Since before your friend disappeared.”

“That’s right,” Michelle admitted.

“What was his name again?” Tom asked. “I remember people. Names are tough.”

“Brandon.”

“Yeah, that’s it,” Tom recollected. “He was a regular, liked to dig through the new arrivals. He had a limited palette, however. Mostly metal, if I remember.”

“You remember well,” Michelle acknowledged.

“Brandon had quite a bit of old vinyl. Do you know, did his parents do anything with his collection?” Tom asked. “I’d be interested in picking it up if they are interested.”

“I’ll let them know,” Michelle stated.

Tom looked at Ryan. “You’ve only been in here once or twice.”

“That’s true. My listening budget is always tight, so I’m mostly wearing out the stuff I have.”

“I understand tight budgets. That’s the nature of business,” Tom grumbled. “Maybe you want to bring some of your records in. Maybe, depending on what you have and how badly you’ve worn them out, we might be able to work out some swaps. Get you a few fresher things to listen to.”

“I might do that. I run the Dunn County Gazette⁠—”

“I know,” Tom stated.

“Would you be interested in sitting down with me, letting me interview you and publish a profile?”

“Will it cost me anything?” Tom questioned.

Ryan was shocked. “Why would it cost you?”

“The guy before you, he offered to do a profile too, made it sound like it would be a wonderful piece of journalism, then told me what it would cost. He wanted to write an article that was really an advertisement, then charge me for it. I told him no.”

“Understandable and unforgivable. You were right to tell him no.”

“Yeah, then shortly after, like the next week, all of a sudden, I have the sheriff in here, all kinds of pissed off, searching for drugs,” Tom added. “He said a tip had come from an anonymous source, and he had probable cause. What a crock.”

“Did he find anything?” Michelle asked.

“Of course not. There was nothing to find. That seemed to piss him off as much as having to search the place.”

“What happened after that?” Michelle stated.

“Do you mean, did I do the article?”

“That’s part of the question,” Michelle acknowledged.

“No. Ziegler came back and asked again, and I still refused. But after that, I made sure everything I did was in compliance with the law.”

“Was that hard to do?”

Tom laughed. “No, it wasn’t. I grew up in the days of the hippies and the civil rights movement. I saw how they were treated, how all of their hard work and protest, all their civil disobedience, didn’t make much difference and got a lot of them killed. I’m no hero. I promote music and musicians.”

“Who sometimes promotes radical thought,” Ryan pondered.

“I can’t help that. They do what they got to do.”

“When was the last time the sheriff stopped by?” Michelle asked.

“Who’s doing the interview?” Tom replied.

“Ryan will handle that and the profile. I’m investigating a different angle.”

“It’s all about Brandon, isn’t it?” Tom pressed.

Michelle stared. “Why do you say that?”

“Because no one believes Brandon simply left, never to return or contact his parents,” Tom stated. “There was something hinky about it the whole time.”

“Interesting. I never knew the community had doubts other than seeming to blame me.”

Tom laughed. “You were the closest person to him. Everybody thought you were his girlfriend. Always suspect the spouse first. It’s an unwritten rule. Or maybe it’s written. But it’s a rule. And people knew about your skills in the woods.”

“How?” Michelle asked. “That was Kittredge. This is Schuller.”

“All small pieces of a county that might as well be a small town of its own,” Tom explained. “Everybody knows what’s happening all over Dunn County. There are no isolated small towns around here.”

“Did people really believe I killed Brandon?” Tears formed in the corners of Michelle’s eyes.

“No,” Tom conceded. “Everybody knows if something bad is happening, it isn’t because of the regular citizens. There’s something bad in the area. An undercurrent of—I don’t know, I’m not sure corruption is right. I hate the word evil, but there’s something dark here.”

“Umm,” Ryan interrupted, “where are the recent arrivals of easy listening? Or maybe some love songs? Something that might make me not think about moving or hiding.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-FOUR


Ryan Westrum was quiet as he drove to the Burger Shack, which had opened while they were in Valley Records. “Why are we going here?”

“Don’t you like following my suggestions?” Michelle asked.

“They’ve been going downhill,” Ryan grumbled.

“This will redeem me a bit. Do you need food?”

“No.” Ryan pulled into a parking spot where the radio was on the passenger side.

Michelle pushed the button. “Can I take your order?” crackled through the box hanging outside her window.

“Two root beer freezes to go,” Michelle answered.

Ryan sat with his hands on the steering wheel, looking through the windshield. His eyes were fixed, his breathing shallow. “What have I gotten myself into?”

“After we get our ice cream, we’ll go somewhere. I’ll ask a few questions, then tell you what you need to know and what you need to do,” Michelle calmly stated.

“I… What the fuck?” Ryan asked.

“Relax. Breathe. It will all work out.”

Their root beer freezes, which were root beer floats that had been put in the malt mixer and turned into an ice cream drink, arrived. Michelle paid for the freezes, and Ryan put the car in motion.

“Let’s go to Riverside Park,” Michelle directed.

Ryan drove, remaining silent. As he drove, Michelle unwrapped straws and put them in the drinks. She handed Ryan’s to him, and he took a pull at the straw. “Okay. This is good.” Another suck. “I’ve never had one of these. They could become a habit.”

“Not enough places use malt mixers anymore,” Michelle observed. “Too many shakes and frozen drinks are extruded from some kind of freezer, and they are never mixed. They’re generic.”

“They mostly come from fast food places, so they can’t be anything but generic.” Ryan dragged at his straw, swallowing several times. “Oh. Bad idea. Ice cream headache.”

“Press your tongue against the roof of your mouth. It’s the easiest way to fix brain freeze.” She took a drink. “I’ve already had to do it too.”

They arrived at the park. Ryan pulled into a parking space as far from the boat launch as he could find. They got out of the car and walked into the park. Michelle led Ryan to a ridge about four feet above a small sandy beach. She sat at the edge of the ridge and let her feet dangle. Ryan watched for a moment, then sat next to her.

“They’ve pressured you to move your business loans to the bank,” Michelle stated.

“They have,” Ryan agreed.

“What else have they told you?”

“That if I did, they could ensure that I was eligible for a huge grant that would never have to be paid back. They wanted to ensure the paper was well capitalized with liquid assets that would ensure expansion.”

“Sounds great,” Michelle offered. “What was the catch?”

“Occasional review of my editorial process. Which to me sounded like the ability to censor my editorials and influence any political endorsements I might want to make.”

“And that’s a problem?” Michelle asked.

“It is for me,” Ryan declared. “I am a firm believer in an independent press, able to be critical of the entire political process, not only what makes people happy.”

“I’m glad to hear that.” Michelle cleared her throat. “You’ve heard Brandon mentioned a few times today.”

“I have. Are you going to tell me about him?”

“I am. Right now.” Michelle drew a deep breath. “We were more than friends. Brandon expected us to grow old together. We were in the woods. We had sex. With Brandon, more often than not, it was only sex. But when I got him into the truck, got him to slow down, not try for anything kinky, to actually pay attention to me, and we made love, and it was great.”

Michelle paused. Ryan shot her a glance, then returned to his root beer freeze.

“We heard voices. Brandon went to investigate,” Michelle explained. “I used the skills Tom Heard mentioned and snuck to where they were. I watched Sheriff Walker murder Brandon and another man.”

“Oh shit,” Ryan declared.

“They’re buried where they fell. They’d have killed me too if I hadn’t taken steps to protect myself.”

“What kind of steps?” Ryan asked.

“You can’t know that. But at the time, I knew I couldn’t go to anyone, couldn’t tell anyone. I let Brandon die, I let his killers walk, and Brandon’s family got destroyed in the fallout.”

“This isn’t your fault,” Ryan stated. “None of it.”

“Maybe not, but it’s my job to fix it,” Michelle replied.

“How are you going to do that?” Ryan asked.

“You can’t know that either,” Michelle insisted. “In fact, now that I’ve spent some time with you, I never should have involved you. I should have trusted that you were an outsider and kept you safe.”

“How could you do that? How could you know I wasn’t related to these people and that you could trust me to do what was right just because?”

“I couldn’t,” Michelle acknowledged. “It would have required a leap of faith.”

“Which might have been a leap right off a cliff.” Ryan sighed. “What’s our plan?”

“Do you have somewhere you can go for a few days?” Michelle suggested.

“Absolutely not,” Ryan declared.

“I can have you hauled away, put under protective custody.”

“Once again, absolutely not.” Ryan gave her a hard look. “This area is my home now. As a citizen and a reporter, I want to make my home a better place.” He waited for her to object. “I will stay out of the way as you do what you need to do. Then, I will report it as best I can. That way, the world will find out what kind of people we have in Kittredge and Dunn County. On both sides. And maybe things can change.”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-FIVE


They finished their root beer freezes and returned to the car. “Do you play mini-golf?”

“Really?” Ryan asked. “We’re going from proving a murder to mini-golf?”

“We need to drive through Kittredge, be seen again, then go to Skylar and be seen, and maybe have a little fun, depending on how well you play. Then you need to return to Kittredge alone. You do have a school board meeting.”

“How do I return alone when I have to give you a ride home?”

“Because after golf, I’m going to disappear,” Michelle answered.

“Great. Another missing person. And I will have been the last person to see you.” Ryan looked at her. “Maybe I should have gone for the protective custody option.”

“You still can,” Michelle answered. “I need to make a call, then you’ve got it.”

Ryan stared at her, then shook his head. “No. I need to be here. I need to see this through.”

“You can’t say I didn’t offer to protect you.”

He continued to stare at her. “I wish I could have met you under different circumstances.”

“Yeah. Me too,” Michelle admitted.

They drove to Monster Putt in Skylar. Neither did mini-golf very well. A lot of shots ended up on the fairways of different holes and the water traps between them. Only on one hole, where the obstacle was a whale with crazy eyes and an open mouth, followed by the throat acting like a funnel to collect the ball and poop it out the other end, did they come close to par.

While golfing, they consumed soft drinks and chips and split a foot-long hot dog they got at the snack bar.

Afterward, they stood near the car. “I’m sorry it has to end this way,” Michelle offered.

“Does it have to?” Ryan asked.

“Maybe we can talk when it’s all done,” Michelle suggested. “But now, we are going to have a fight. I am going to walk away, and you are going to drive back to Kittredge and resume your life.”

“And when you turn up missing?”

“I will make sure someone sees me before I disappear, probably about the same time you show up at the school board meeting. You will have an alibi,” Michelle stated. “Not that it matters because they’ll know really soon that I haven’t been murdered.”

“I don’t like this plan,” Ryan grumbled. “There has to be another way.”

“Reinforcements are coming with a legal solution,” Michelle offered. “In the meantime, we need to do this my way. And carefully. So, I have one task to ask of you.”

“Anything,” Ryan agreed.

“Arrange a chat with Mayor Pierce. Tell him you need some additional information on the McCarthys so you can run a nice piece about all their contributions to the area,” Michelle instructed. “He should be willing to do that. If you can, have the conversation outside so his dogs can help, too.”

“His dogs?” Ryan was confused.

“Pierce is a devoted dog lover, but sometimes he lets them off leash too much, and they get into trouble. I intend to help them. So be ready to report what happens.”

“Okay, I will. I’m trusting you on this,” Ryan stated.

“I appreciate that, but still, be careful.” Michelle stepped up to him and wrapped her arms around him. “You’re going to have to kiss me.”

“I can do that.” Ryan’s lips touched hers. She kissed him back, then leaned away and smiled.

“You kind of rushed that,” Michelle told him. “You’re going to have to do it again.”

“Okay. I don’t mind.” They kissed once more.

“That was nice. I hope it lasts,” Michelle remarked. “It’s time for our fight.”

“What’s our fight going to be about?” Ryan rested his chin on the top of her head.

“This time, when you kiss me, reach down and grab my ass. Then, when I object, you complain I’ve been touching all day, and as soon as you reciprocate, you’ve stepped beyond acceptable boundaries. You call me a tease and tell me you want nothing to do with me.”

“Wow,” Ryan muttered. “How long have you been thinking that up?”

“Just now. A bit of improvisation,” Michelle revealed. “The family that pulled in, their last name is Kline. They’re from Kittredge. Remember that. Get ready. They’re getting out of the car. Now…kiss me again. And don’t forget to grab my ass.”

Ryan pressed his lips to hers. With one arm, he crushed her to his chest. His other hand curled around and cupped her cheek as the Kline teenagers were looking.

She pushed him back against his car and stepped away. “Where do you get off grabbing my ass?” She said it a little too loud. The whole family turned and looked. “A kiss does not mean you’re free to grope me.

“You are such a tease,” Ryan declared, equally loud. “You’ve been touching me all damn day, and as soon as I reciprocate, you throw a fit. Jesus. I can’t deal with that kind of stuff. I need consistent, predictable. That’s not you.” He took a few steps, then turned to face her. “Stay away from me.”

“No problem. Never call me again.” Michelle turned and briskly walked away, her sneakers slapping against the parking lot pavement.

Ryan watched for a few steps. “Geez. Can I do nothing right?” He called out to her, “By the way, it’s a nice ass.”

She raised one hand and flipped him off.

He turned and looked at the Kline family. The teenagers were on the verge of laughing. Mom and Dad looked mortified. Ryan flashed a smile. “Sorry.” He climbed into the car and sat for a moment, then started the engine and drove to Kittredge.

By then, Michelle was almost out of range, headed across Dunn County Road 8 toward Burnett Lake, the centerpiece of Skylar outdoor entertainment.
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Michelle doubled back and purchased a bottle of water from Icy Mike’s, an ice cream and refreshment stand not far from Burnett Park and Monster Golf. She talked to Mike and a few kids she once babysat. She had asked the one wearing a watch what the time was.

Not many of the residents of Dunn County knew that behind Washington Elementary in Skylar was a dirt road ending at Branch Creek. After you were across the creek, which was easy to do most of the year, a path connected to one of the old logging roads that led through the National Wilderness Area and emerged not far from the Lewis farm.

Michelle made her way from Icy Mike’s to Washington Elementary without being seen. She had been on the dirt road during a hunting excursion with her father and easily found it. She stuck to the side of the road as she headed to Branch Creek. The creek was low enough that stones placed through the years to help people cross were visible and mostly dry. They were a long stride apart. She crossed the creek easily, then proceeded toward the logging road, making sure she left minimal signs of having passed.

She turned from the east-west logging road onto a north-south road and headed south. The moon was full, the sky clear and star-filled. If it were October, it would be a Hunter’s Moon. She thought that was appropriate and smiled.

Michelle found a narrow animal trail. Humans rarely used it, and it seemed pretty much unchanged from when she had used it to track the bear she had killed when she was young. It led her to the road Brandon had used to take her into the woods on that last day he was alive. She followed the road back to the clearing the sheriff, the mayor, and the banker had used to execute two people.

Brush had grown closer, and a few trees had taken hold in the four years since. Michelle had been to the spot before going to meet Ryan Westrum. She had left a couple of backpacks filled with what she thought she might need to finish her mission.

She opened the first pack, extracted clothing, and changed her outer layer. She went from jeans and a sweatshirt to camouflage pants, T-shirt, and jacket. A tube of face paint was in the pack. She used it to hide her skin and obscure her features so she could blend into the shadows.

Michelle had been able to find her markings on the trees and stones and pinpoint the location of the grave. She took the folding camp shovel from the second pack, set the blade to a ninety-degree angle so it was like an ax or pick. She moved to the location, thought X marks the spot, and began to chop and dig a small opening into the grave. Or maybe it was an exit from a grave.

Digging stopped when she found a piece of skeleton. It was a femur and exactly what she wanted for the next step. What she didn’t know and couldn’t keep herself from asking was a left or right femur and if it belonged to Brandon or his gravemate. She dug a little farther and pulled out another bone. It was from a lower leg. Because of its size, she guessed it was a tibia.

Michelle covered the grave, moved her packs closer to where Brandon’s truck had been parked their last time together, and hid them. She took the leg bone, no longer connected to anything, and headed out.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-SIX


Michelle felt the most vulnerable during the next few steps of her plan. She waited until well after midnight to emerge from the National Wilderness Area. She cut behind the company that provided all the buses for the school district and the county’s senior citizen outings.

She was only a block from the county impound lot and two blocks from the sheriff’s offices and training facilities. Since the bus lot was prone to vandalism from the kids who wanted school to close at odd times, the lot glowed under giant lights high in the air. She moved from shadow to shadow, frequently waiting behind tires and beneath buses until she was sure the coast was clear.

As she left the cover of the buses and crossed County Road J, she was at her most exposed. Besides the light from the bus lot, there was a mercury vapor in the parking lot of the Kittredge Fire Department. Fortunately, all of the firefighters were volunteers. No one was on duty as she crossed through the brush and grass of the lots across Fourth Avenue North from the fire station.

Most of the houses in the development making up the northwest quarter of Kittredge were still dark. It wasn’t time yet for even the early risers to be up. Michelle passed the homes by sticking to the empty lots still waiting to be claimed by future homeowners. Signs on Barnes and Connelly Avenues, where the next houses would be built, suggested if people were interested in buying a property, they should contact Alana Pahl, realtor and city council member having an affair, or Quentin McCarthy, banker and recently deceased. They would be happy to help.

One lot had an abundance of construction debris, as if all the neighborhood’s trash and scrap had been dumped there. A piece of steel banding snagged Michelle’s pant leg and tried to poke her. She pulled it away with a gloved hand and managed not to leave any blood.

Michelle reached the undeveloped lot behind the house of Ronald Pierce, mayor and president of the Kittredge area Chamber of Commerce. His house was the original on the property, accessed by a long driveway from County Road 8. After he had become mayor, about thirty years before, at age thirty, he helped develop the underperforming farm that had been in the family for generations, so it grew houses. He pocketed the windfall, or he deposited it in McCarthy’s bank and remained in the family’s original house as the streets and utilities were put in and the neighborhood grew.

No one liked him, and no one knew anybody who would admit to voting for him, but Pierce won every election. Even the few times he had opposition. His alliance with Quentin McCarthy grew. Pierce was instrumental in bringing Scott Walker on as Dunn County Sheriff eighteen years before. The three often congratulated themselves on being a marvelous team who knew what Dunn County needed.

Pierce was instrumental in passing ordinances so people would clean up after their pets. Nobody wanted to see canine waste on the sidewalks. But everybody knew Pierce let his dogs run loose, free to desecrate and defecate in undeveloped lots and along the train tracks.

In spite of the growing sunlight, the back light came on, and Michelle watched Pierce’s dogs bound through the patio door and into the yard. They loped, bounded, ran, and ambled across the neighbors’ yards and the empty lots. They stopped, heads held high, ears erect, noses going when they were downwind of Michelle.

They trotted in her direction and went to her when she made a noise. They discovered her hiding place, and she petted them both and gave them a piece of beef jerky from her pocket. They were lab and shepherd mixes with great dispositions and lots of hair.

She took a bite of a third piece, then split the rest between them. Michelle gave them a pet and watched them wander off when they realized there would be no more jerky.

The dogs rambled a bit, did their business, and were about to venture farther when Pierce opened the back door and whistled. The dogs ran toward the house, happy to comply with the directives of their human. The dogs went inside. A few minutes later, Pierce went to his detached garage, got into his SUV, and left.

Michelle remained where she was hidden, a low spot on the high ground about where the street would eventually go in behind Pierce’s home. It probably wouldn’t happen while Pierce was alive, but the growth required to use all the land within the city limits was possible.

It could have already happened if it weren’t for the number of people who moved to the Twin Cities after graduation and never came back. Was the lack of change in the city and county leadership part of the problem? Michelle suspected it was. After all, it was revenge that brought her home.

The grass and brush in the undeveloped lot was long enough that Michelle was able to belly-crawl to the edge of Pierce’s neatly mowed lawn without breaking cover. She tossed the femur as far into the yard as she could without raising up or exposing herself. Content with where it landed, she returned to her position, sank into the low spot, and closed her eyes.

The sound of barking woke Michelle. She looked at her watch. Less than two hours had passed since Pierce had left. He stood on the back patio. The dogs ran and bounded across the yard. Pierce watched them. Ryan Westrum stood next to him. They examined the tomatoes growing in pots on the patio, then sat on chairs in the shade of the house. Ryan had a notebook on his lap and a small recorder sitting on the arm of the chair.

One of the dogs found the femur. He picked it up and started to carry it toward the house. It was the smaller dog. His jaws clamped on one end. The other end wanted to drag on the ground. Or spear into the ground. Carrying his trophy was difficult.

Ryan saw the dog and pointed. Pierce yelled, “Brutus, what have you got?”

Brutus continued to struggle with the bone. The other dog went to help, grabbing the other end. Growling ensued. They were both pulling, trying to be the one to bring the bone to show their human.

Pierce and Ryan got to their feet. Pierce walked toward the dogs. “Brutus, Rolf, drop it,” he yelled.

Rolf let go. Brutus tried to run.

“Brutus, stop,” Pierce commanded. Brutus came to him instead.

Pierce grabbed the end of the femur that Rolf had been slobbering on. “Brutus, let go,” Pierce ordered.

“Is that a bone?” Ryan asked. He had moved closer. “Is that human?”

Michelle smiled. Ryan played his part perfectly in the first act. She began moving west, laterally across the lot, away from the Pierce residence, staying low, staying quiet, getting farther from where the bone had been found but staying attuned to the conversation.

“Brutus, Rolf, in the house.” Pierce finally got the bone away from Brutus. Rolf ran over and tried to grab it. Pierce lifted it over his head. “Inside. Now.”

He walked toward the back door, dogs following and bouncing beside him. Ryan watched. Pierce pulled open the door, and the dogs charged in. Pierce pulled the door shut as the dogs charged back. They slid to a stop. Brutus slammed into the door hard enough to shake it but, fortunately, not hard enough to break it.

Pierce dropped the bone into the chair he had been using and pulled out his phone. “Damn it, Scott, why aren’t you answering your phone. We have an issue. You need to get over to my house now.”

He disconnected and looked at Ryan. “You should probably leave. This doesn’t concern you.”

“I hope it doesn’t. But I think I should stay until the sheriff arrives to be sure he doesn’t want a statement of what I saw.”

“What did you see?” Pierce asked.

“Not much, really. Your dog found a bone over there, in the corner of your yard.” Ryan pointed. “It looked human to me.”

“You saw what I saw,” Pierce stated. “I’ll tell the sheriff that. He can talk to you later if he wants.”

“But shouldn’t we call the medical examiner? Or the BCA?” Ryan suggested.

Michelle smiled. Suggesting that they call the Bureau of Criminal Apprehension was great. Was Ryan improvising, or was he that practical?

“We will let the sheriff handle all communications with the other agencies,” Pierce announced. “He knows the right people to call.”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” Ryan conceded. “I wonder whose it is?”

“We will let the sheriff handle that, too,” Pierce directed. “It won’t do any good to have us speculating or starting rumors.

“No. Definitely no rumors. Only facts as they are released,” Ryan agreed. “The rumors are for the gossip mill.”

“You shouldn’t publish anything that isn’t an official statement,” Pierce declared. “I’ll make sure the sheriff gets you what you need and can share.”

“I’m sure you will,” Ryan stated. “But I’m a professional journalist. I can’t sit on information like this.”

The conversation faded. Michelle let herself move a little faster. More distance before the sheriff arrived would be a good thing. She didn’t know what his investigation skills were like, but she didn’t need to find out too soon.

County Road J was surprisingly quiet. Michelle lay in the weeds and listened. This was the moment with the most risk, crossing a major street in the daylight. When the sounds and the air were as still as possible, she scurried across the road. Using the shadows of the buses again, she made her way behind the bus company until she reached the National Wilderness Area, where she faded into the woods.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-SEVEN


Heather Gray said she had a meeting and needed to leave the bank for a while. She drove to the love nest she used to share with Quentin McCarthy and now shared with Scott Walker. He had been waiting for her, was ready to go. He was pulling at her clothes as soon as the door closed behind her.

She had her forearms resting on the kitchen table. Walker was behind her, pounding furiously. In their previous encounters, he had been patient and attentive, taking the time to find the places to touch that got her all worked up. But he seemed distracted, anxious. Or focused exclusively on him. He had yet to push a single one of her buttons. Confident he would finish soon, she tolerated him and his efforts.

His phone made a noise. Walker ignored it. With a loud groan, he finished and collapsed on her back. Had he always been this close to dead weight, she wondered. And what did that sudden revelation mean? He was slowly catching his breath. Hers hadn’t even increased. He stepped away, then reached back and swatted her ass. The blow brought her the closest to a feeling she had had since arriving. And it was revulsion.

Walker pulled up his pants, then reached for his phone. He listened to his voicemail. “Shit. Now what?” He turned to Heather. “I’ve got to go.”

She nodded.

“Will I see you later?” Walker asked.

Heather managed to smile. “Of course.” Until she was permanent president of the bank and had possession of all details regarding the money going through the bank and the accounts of Sheriff Walker and Mayor Pierce, she would be willing to meet him and put up with him.

Walker was muttering when he hurried out the door.

Her phone rang. She was still in her meeting, so she let it go to voicemail. Heather got dressed before she listened to it. It was another disappointment.


CHAPTER SEVENTY-EIGHT


Scott Walker drove to Ronald Pierce’s house. Walker never understood why Pierce had not moved into a nicer house. Walker’s two-story backed up to Branch Creek. It had all of the modern amenities and was climbing in value. Someday, he would cash out and move somewhere tropical, where he would find some young thing to take care of his every need.

Heather Gray had some potential, but she was ambitious. She wouldn’t be content with what she presently had and what he had to share with her. She would always want more, and it would always be about her. Right now, he needed her to get so involved she was not able to be turned against him should something turn to shit.

And from the sound of Ronald Pierce’s voicemail, something was turning to shit.

Ryan Westrum was with Pierce when Walker arrived. “What are you doing here?” They were all standing on the patio.

“I was interviewing the mayor about Quentin McCarthy. I wanted to write a piece about all his contributions to our community,” Ryan explained.

Walker nodded. “What’s going on, Ron? You sounded upset.”

Pierce pointed at the chair. “The dogs came back with that.”

Walker stepped closer to the chair. “Maybe now you’ll learn not to let your dogs run loose. I know, you only expected them to come home with ticks or fleas or the neighbor’s knocked-up bitch, but I tried to warn you.”

“This is not the time for jokes,” Pierce snapped.

“I know, but sometimes you just gotta,” Walker replied. “Did either of you touch it?”

“No,” Ryan answered.

“I had to get it away from the dogs,” Pierce grumbled.

“Can you get fingerprints from a bone?” Ryan asked.

“I don’t know,” Walker stated. “I never had to ask.”

“Is my yard a crime scene?” Pierce inquired.

“Let’s not jump to conclusions. We don’t even know what we have here.” Walker looked at Ryan. “I suppose you’re going to write about this.”

“Well, yeah. It’s my job, and it’s news,” Ryan answered.

“What would you say at this point?” Walker asked.

“That a bone was discovered, potentially human, and that the Sheriff’s department is investigating,” Ryan replied.

“If that’s all you say, I’m okay with it,” Walker declared. “You cannot print any speculation, conjecture, or theories because that will get the community worked up. And we don’t want the community worked up, do we?”

“Of course not,” Ryan agreed.

“Good. And if you print anything that gets the community worked up, I’ll arrest you for impeding the investigation.” Walker glared at Ryan. “Are we clear?”

“We are,” Ryan answered. “There’s no need to worry. I only want to share facts. And right now, the only one we have is that a bone was found.”

“Okay. You can leave. I’ll keep you informed.”

“Don’t you want a statement?” Ryan asked.

Walker let out a sigh. “Okay, give me your statement.”

Ryan pointed. “I believe the dogs found the bone down there, in the corner of the yard. The one called Brutus found it first. Mayor Pierce did a good job getting the bone away from the dogs and getting them in the house. Based on the anatomy classes I had at college, I think it’s the thigh bone of a human.”

“Is that it?” Walker asked.

“Yes,” Ryan answered.

“Okay, thank you. If I come up with more questions, I’ll contact you.”

“Okay.” Ryan started for the gate leading to the front of the house. “Mayor Pierce, I will get in touch with you later so we can conclude our conversation about the McCarthys.” He pointed at the bone. “Good luck.”

Walker watched until he saw Ryan’s car leave the driveway. “What the fuck? You invited him here?”

“He wanted to talk about Quentin. What could that hurt? Nothing was said that could in any way imply anything about anyone.”

“You and your politician-speak,” Walker grumbled. “As bad as the fucking lawyers.”

He took out his cell phone. His call was answered quickly. “Keith, I need you to do something. Remember that improperly parked vehicle from about five years ago? I need you to go to that location and see if there are any signs of digging in that area or anywhere around there. Report back as soon as you can. Thanks.”

“You think someone found the grave?” Pierce asked. “Oh, Jesus.”

“Don’t panic,” Walker stated. “We don’t know where this bone came from. Maybe it’s an improperly disposed-of lab specimen from Biomedical Partners up in Chamberlain.”

“Do we have to try to identify it? Can’t it disappear?” Pierce asked.

“If you didn’t have a guest over to watch your dog carrying it, we might have been able to lose it. But since a reporter found and recognized it, no, we can’t make it disappear. We’ll have to make it look like we’re seriously investigating.”

“Will they be able to identify it with DNA?” Pierce asked.

“I don’t know if Robinson’s DNA is in the database. But I know Brandon Young’s is not.” Walker shook his head. “I can’t be sure about his parents, though. A sample may have been taken when Brandon disappeared.” He pulled a latex glove from his pocket, put it on, and picked up the bone. “I guess we’ll find out, won’t we?”


CHAPTER SEVENTY-NINE


Heather Gray returned to the bank to find the auditor team, plus a few others, waiting for her in the lobby. “Hello, Ms. Gray. I don’t know if you remember, but I’m Nathan Felknor. I was the lead of the auditing team at the bank not long ago.”

“I remember. What can I do for you?”

“I understand that you have taken over as president since the death of Mr. McCarthy.”

“That’s true. I am acting as interim president,” Heather replied. “I want the job, but that’s not how I wanted it. It’s quite sad. For all of us.”

“I’m sure it is. Their deaths are quite unfortunate.” Nathan pulled a sheet of paper from his coat pocket. “There is some doubt about the nature of the deaths of Quentin and Margaret McCarthy. This is a warrant giving us access to Mr. McCarthy’s office, his computers, all bank records, and all bank computers.”

“What kind of questions?” Heather scoffed. “The sheriff and the news all said it was criminals looking for drugs.”

“That is the story so far,” Nathan told her. “But our investigation into the attack suggests otherwise.”

Heather looked at the paper hanging from Nathan’s fingers as if she could avoid it. She drew a deep breath and grabbed it between two fingers.

“You’re welcome to review that and to call the bank’s lawyer. We are beginning our work, so no matter what you do, please stay out of the way.” The people with Nathan dispersed throughout the bank. All wore light jackets or vests with DOJ on their backs.

Heather pulled her phone from her purse. She slid her finger across the screen.

Nathan held out another slip of paper. “This is a warrant for your office, records, and computer. It includes your phone. Please give it to me. If you want to make a call, you’ll need to use the bank’s landline.”

Heather gave Nathan her phone and took the second warrant. A phone sat on a small table beside the couch and chair in the lobby’s waiting area. She sat in the chair, picked up the handset, and began punching numbers.
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Scott Walker saw the number for the bank and answered his phone. “Sheriff Walker.”

“Scott. It’s me.”

“Hey, Heather, I don’t have a lot of time, but what’s up?”

“I am holding two warrants. The Department of Justice has people crawling all over the bank. The second warrant is for my stuff. They took my phone.” Heather looked around and switched to a whisper. “What did you get me into?”

“Between us, you were already into it,” Walker revealed. “But say nothing more. Call the bank’s lawyer⁠—”

“I don’t know who that is,” Heather snapped.

“Check Quentin’s phone book,” Walker answered.

Heather kept her empty hand near the receiver. “The Feds are in his office. They have his phone book. They won’t let me near it.”

“Ask nicely.” Walker talked slowly, trying to keep his growing anger from his voice. “Then do not say another word. Not to them, not to me. Only to the lawyer. Then let him do all the talking.”

“Do you know the lawyer?” Heather asked.

“I do not. That was between Quentin and whoever he told. He never told me.”

“Too damn many secrets if you ask me.” Heather hung up.

“Too many loose ends,” Walker muttered.
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Heather walked up to Nathan, who was standing at the door to her office. Formerly Quentin McCarthy’s office. “Can I use Quentin’s phone book?” Heather pointed. “I need to find the number for the lawyer.”

Nathan looked at her. “If you can tell me the lawyer’s name, I will be happy to look it up for you.”

She looked around. The sign had been switched from Open to Closed. A large, obviously armed man stood at each door, blocking the entrances and answering questions from customers who could not gain access to their accounts. The three employees working that morning were moved to the waiting area.

“I don’t know the name of the lawyer. I’ve never talked to him or her. I’ve never been introduced. I’m the interim president. I haven’t been in the job long enough to read through all of Quentin’s files.” Tears formed in the corners of Heather’s eyes. “I don’t know what to do.”
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Walker called Ronald Pierce. “Good morning, Mr. Mayor.”

“You just left here. Is this your attempt at being funny?” Pierce asked.

“No. This is my way of telling you the world is turning to shit,” Walker declared. “The DOJ is at the bank. The new bank manager is in way over her pretty little head. As an official representative of the community, go over there and see what you can do.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Damage control,” Walker answered. “Get to it.”

He disconnected, and his phone immediately rang. “Hey, Keith, what did you find?”

“The area is undisturbed,” Deputy Glenn reported.

“You’re sure?” Walker asked.

“Yes, sir, I am. I am standing in the middle of the woods, looking at all the plants that have grown up around here and are continuing to grow as we speak,” Glenn replied.

“Okay, thanks.” Walker rubbed his hand across his face. “Go to the Lewis place, see if you can find Michelle.”

“And when I find her?” Glenn questioned.

“Bring her to the office.”

“Treat her like a suspect?”

“No, treat her like a potential witness. Tell her I need her help on something important. When you’re on your way to the office, let me know, and I’ll meet you there,” Walker stated.

“Yes, sir. On my way.”
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Michelle watched Keith Glenn search the woods from her hiding place. He stood where Brandon’s truck had been parked and called Walker. If he was supposed to search where the truck had been parked, he was close to the right spot, and yes, it was undisturbed.

Glenn had also circled around for a few minutes as if searching for something at ground level. If he was looking to see if the grave had been disturbed, he hadn’t ventured far enough from where the truck had been parked.

Either Glenn didn’t know where the grave was, and Walker didn’t give him complete information, or Glenn wasn’t good in the woods and didn’t know how to search thoroughly. Either way, Walker would be disappointed.
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Ronald Pierce arrived at the bank to find a large individual blocking the door. “Are you an employee of the bank?”

“No,” Pierce answered.

“An officer or owner of the bank?”

“No.”

“Are you the bank’s lawyer?”

“No,” Pierce snapped.

“Then I cannot let you enter.”

Pierce inhaled deeply. “Who is in charge?”

“The U.S. Marshals Service, the FBI, and the attorney general.”

“Of Minnesota?” Pierce asked.

“Of the United States.”

“Who is in charge of this location at this moment?” Pierce continued.

“That would be Deputy U.S. Marshal Nathan Felknor.”

“Can I talk to him?”

“Not at the moment. Should I check his schedule, see when he can squeeze you in?”

“Can I talk to Heather Gray?” Pierce pressed. “She’s an employee of the bank.”

“Are you her lawyer?”

“No,” Pierce grumbled.

“Then no,” the guard replied. “She is waiting to give her statement.”

“That’s the first tidbit of information you’ve shared,” Pierce declared.

“I’m sorry. That was an error on my part.”

“What else can you tell me?” Pierce asked.

“Nothing.”

“What do you suggest I do?”

“Maybe contact the sheriff. He may know who you should contact next.”

“Thanks,” Pierce grumbled. “You’ve been a ton of help.”

“You’re welcome.”

Pierce walked back to his car and called Walker. “The Feds said I should contact you. They said you’d know who to contact next.”

“Did you see Heather? Did you get to talk to her?” Walker asked.

“No,” Pierce grumbled. “They wouldn’t let me in because I wasn’t her lawyer. They wouldn’t let me in or tell me what was going on because I wasn’t an officer of the bank or their lawyer.”

“Somebody handed me a bone earlier, so I’m in the middle of something,” Walker drawled. “I’ll get over there when I can. We’ll have to hope Heather doesn’t know anything and will be smart enough to keep silent.”

“We might be fucked,” Pierce muttered.

“Might be,” Walker agreed.


CHAPTER EIGHTY


As he talked with Pierce, Walker had pulled into the driveway of the farm run by Garth Young. Garth hadn’t been the same since Brandon had left town going on five years before. A few years ago, Karen Young had packed up and left. Evidently, neither her nor Garth had been able to cope with losing Brandon.

Garth had let things go, the farm was falling apart, soon to match his marriage, the crops had yielded poorly, more inattention at the right times, like Karen. Walker figured it wouldn’t be long before Garth Young lost the farm. Or abandoned it. What a waste. It was a decent property. Maybe he should make Garth an offer he shouldn’t refuse.

The place was buttoned up tight. Usually, if Garth was home, a light or two was on, and one or both garage doors would be hanging open, as would the barn door. Or equipment would be left where it shouldn’t be, like he stopped doing what he was doing, turned it off, and walked away.

But the doors were all closed. There were no lights on. Somebody had closed the place up. Walker parked his vehicle close to the house and got out. He peeked in the windows as he climbed the steps. No signs of life were visible.

Walker looked around, opened the screen door, and pounded on the storm door. He pounded a second time, then tried opening it. It was locked. Garth Young had always been one of the people in the area to leave his doors unlocked. This was not good.

“Hey, Garth, you okay?” he called.

He was met with silence.

Walker was about to break in when his phone went off. He looked at it and answered. “What have you got, Keith?”

“Nothing to report,” Deputy Glenn stated. “The Lewis place is locked up. Ron and Melinda’s cars are here. There is nothing to suggest Michelle has been here.”

“Well, shit,” Walker grumbled. “Here’s what I want you to do. Go to the bank. The Feds are serving a warrant on it today. If Heather Gray is allowed to leave, escort her home and stay with her. After she is safe in the house, call me. Okay?”

“Yes, sir, I can do that,” Glenn replied.

Walker doubted it, but what choice did he have?
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Walker drove to the offices of the Dunn County Gazette. Ryan Westrum was at his desk. “Hello, Sheriff,” Ryan greeted. “How can I help you?”

“You got a few minutes we can talk?”

“I’m typing in my notes from the school board meeting last night,” Ryan replied. “It went late. Then I met with the mayor, and you know how that went. So yes, I’ve got time.”

“Great. I appreciate it,” Walker told him. “Where is Michelle Lewis?”

“Wow,” Ryan answered. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen her today. I’m guessing back in Minneapolis.”

“When was the last time you saw her?” Walker asked.

“Yesterday, late afternoon.”

“Where?” Walker asked.

“Skylar, in the parking lot near Monster Golf.” Ryan paused for a big breath. “Looking back, I did something really stupid.”

“Tell me about it.”

“We’d had a really nice day together. We even shared a kiss after breakfast. We do a few things, and we’re going to finish the day playing mini-golf so I can go to the school board meeting. We’re having a good time.” Ryan smiled. “Every time she gets close, she touches me. Casual brushes of her fingers, gentle bumps of her hip or her boobs. You know, the implication is there.

“So, we finish golfing, and we’re standing outside the car, and we kiss again. And another time.” He drew a deep breath. “With the third kiss, I slide my hand down and cup her ass. And she goes ballistic.” He held his hands up as if to show they were empty. “I probably handled it wrong. Instead of apologizing and saying we can slow down, move at her pace, I call her a tease.”

Walker shook his head. “Yeah, that wasn’t a good move.”

“She walked away. Stomped away is more like it. Across the parking lot, across the street, toward Burnett Lake,” Ryan related. “I called after her, and she flipped me off and kept going.”

“Did anybody see this happen?” Walker asked.

“Yeah, the Klines, from here in Kittredge,” Ryan answered. “The parents looked outraged, but the kids seemed to think it was pretty funny. At the time, I agreed with the parents more than the kids. Not anymore. I could have handled that better.”

“Yeah, it sounds like it,” Walker agreed. “She had said she was here for breakfast with you. Did she give any indication what her plans were after that?”

“She said she needed to be back in the Twin Cities last night,” Ryan replied. “I’m guessing she made her way to her car and left town.”

“Do you know where her car was parked?” Walker asked.

“No, I don’t,” Ryan replied. “She was early, waiting at my office when I got there. I didn’t see her car, and we didn’t talk about it. I drove us around for the day. At least until the fun ended when the psycho came out.”

“I hope that’s not an accurate diagnosis,” Walker stated.

“I’m sure it’s not. It’s a way to explain an unacceptable girlfriend,” Ryan answered. “But I suppose you can never know a person too well.”
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Walker left the offices of the Dunn County Gazette and called Keith Glenn. “Anything happening at the bank?” Walker asked.

“No, sir,” Glenn returned. “Heather Gray is still inside, the bank is still closed, and they’re barely answering any questions.”

Walker knew, as one of the owners of the bank, they would love for him to go there and ask for an explanation. That would result in his being questioned for a long time and to explain his involvement in the bank.

He also knew deep inside that Michelle Lewis was up to something. The bone hadn’t been lying around to be chewed on. It had recently been dug from the ground. There was only one place where a femur could have been dug up. Walker never completely believed Michelle did not know what happened to Brandon Young. She might now be proving it.

Walker had to choose which situation might be the bigger problem. “Go back into the woods, near where you were looking, and start searching for Michelle Lewis.”

“Really?” Glenn’s voice raised in pitch.

“You got a problem with that?” Walker grumbled.

“Well, yeah. I mean, yes, sir, I do,” Glenn mumbled. “I’ve been to the hunting banquets and heard all the old hunters talk about how good Michelle Lewis is in the woods. I’ve even heard you say it. She’s like the best around, better than her dad or any old-timers.”

“Yeah, that’s true. So?”

“I’m nowhere near as good,” Glenn answered. “I doubt I could find her if she didn’t want me to. And if she did want me to find her, I suspect it would be for the wrong reasons.”

“What kind of reasons?” Walker asked.

“Like Brandon Young reasons,” Glenn replied. “If she saw me searching the woods where the truck had been, she’d know I was involved.”

“But you don’t know the whole story,” Walker stated.

“I don’t, but I’m not sure that would matter to her.”

Walker thought for a moment and looked at the sky. “I think we have a storm coming. Go to the Lewis place and sit in their driveway, right in plain sight.”

“You want me to wait for her?”.

“Yeah, I do,” Walker declared.

“And if she doesn’t come home?” Glenn questioned.

“Then, in the morning, after she’s spent the night in the rain, go into the woods and find her.”

“What if her parents come home?” Glenn continued.

“Bring Melinda in so I can talk to her. Leave Robert at home,” Walker instructed.

“Ah, divide and conquer,” Glenn exclaimed.

“Shut up and do it,” Walker snapped.

“Yes, sir.”

Walker wondered if there was any chance Michelle Lewis might take care of all of his loose ends for him. Or maybe it could look like she did.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-ONE


After a few hours of searching through the bank records, vans pulled up to both doors. More DOJ and FBI agents came into the building and began carrying boxes and computers out to the vans. Heather wondered how much they already knew and what else they might find out. Then she wondered how extensively her name appeared in those files.

Nathan Felknor came to the waiting area. Heather was the only one there. The other employees had been taken one at a time to the room in the back corner of the basement, last used by the auditors when this whole fiasco began, then sent home. None of them were able to more than glance at Heather as they were escorted to the door.

“We’re almost done here. For today,” Nathan stated. “Agents are still going through your home and the home of Quentin McCarthy.”

Heather nodded.

“When we’re done, you’ll probably want to get a hotel room for the night,” Nathan suggested.

Heather nodded again.

“Please, come with me.” Nathan turned and started to walk away. When Heather didn’t get up, he turned and faced her. “That wasn’t a request.”

Heather stood. “Can I use the restroom?”

“Of course,” Nathan replied. “Kristy?”

Kristy Harrison stood and looked at him.

“Would you accompany Ms. Gray to the restroom, please?” Nathan requested.

“Of course.” Kristy was average height and weight, brown hair and eyes. And, as Heather could immediately see, carrying a weapon inside her U.S. Marshals jacket. “Please, lead on.”

Heather started walking. Kristy followed three steps behind. They went down the stairs, into the basement. Heather opened the restroom door, and Kristy followed her in. Heather went into the first stall and locked the door behind her.

“Am I in trouble?” Heather asked.

“I don’t know. Are you?” Kristy returned. “There is a problem here, and we’ll find it. We always do. It becomes a question of where the blame lies. We’ve seen it too many times where the blame is shifted, and somebody innocent gets hurt.”

“Hurt how?”

“From bankruptcy to prison. It runs the gamut. Of course, there have been a few that ended up dead.” Kristy chuckled. “Not at our hands, but people get desperate, turn on their partners, their lovers, their family. It can be bad.”

Heather sat in silence. What had she gotten herself into?
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Michelle watched from the barn as Deputy Keith Glenn pulled his cruiser up to the dark house. She shook her head when she realized he was not going to get out of the car and search. He wasn’t even going to knock on the door. Her minor in law enforcement told her you always, in some way, secure the scene.

Was Scott Walker the only professional law enforcement person in the department? Or was he merely sloppy? She hoped so but reminded herself not to underestimate Walker. He had done a professional job covering up Brandon’s grave. And he was a proficient hunter. She couldn’t take too many chances.

The rain began. Glenn turned his wipers on at the slowest speed. Not that she was going to, but that wouldn’t keep the windows clear enough for him to see her as she approached the car from head-on, much less the sides or back. She shook her head, lay back in the hay and closed her eyes.

The sound of a car door woke Michelle a few hours later. The rain had lessened, but more lightning was flashing outside the barn. She peeked out and saw Deputy Glenn walk around the corner of the house. He opened his zipper and relieved himself on the hostas planted along the house. He zipped and returned to the car without bothering to look around.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-TWO


Heather Gray sat across the table from Nathan Felknor for almost ten minutes without being asked a question. Nathan sat sideways in his chair and read from a file. He would occasionally shake his head or look at Heather as if he couldn’t believe what he was reading or she couldn’t possibly be involved, then return to the file.

She tried to remain still, to not let the terror behind her eyes show in her fidgeting hands or tapping toes. Or the sweat running between her shoulder blades.

The silence crossed the twenty-minute mark. Heather couldn’t stand it anymore. “Am I under arrest?”

“Not yet,” Nathan told her.

“Not yet?” Heather snapped.

“Anything is possible,” Nathan replied. “We’re still early in our investigation.”

“Do I need a lawyer?” Heather asked.

“I don’t know. Do you?” Nathan stated.

Heather looked at her hands.

“Do you have a lawyer? I can call him for you.”

“That won’t be necessary. I’ve done nothing I need a lawyer for.”

“Good. That keeps everything simpler.”

“Maybe if you told me what you were looking for,” Heather suggested.

Nathan smiled and closed the folder and turned in his chair. “Do you know Seth Robinson?”

“The name doesn’t sound familiar, so no, I don’t believe I do,” Heather answered. “Should I?”

“He conducted the last two audits,” Nathan replied. “Four years ago, and two years before that.”

“I wasn’t involved in those audits,” Heather insisted.

“But you worked here?” Nathan asked.

“I was working here during the audit four years ago,” Heather explained. “But Quentin did everything. I wasn’t involved.”

“Seth Robinson is dead,” Nathan declared.

“That’s sad,” Heather stated. “If I remember right, he wasn’t that old.”

“He wasn’t,” Nathan agreed.

“Were you good friends?” Heather asked.

“I didn’t know him,” Nathan stated.

“Oh. It’s still sad. I’m sorry.”

“He was murdered.”

Heather leaned away and her eyes were wide. “Oh my God. That’s horrible. Did you catch who did it?”

“We’re getting close. We’ll have the person within days, maybe hours.”

“You don’t think I⁠—”

“I don’t think anything,” Nathan replied. “I follow evidence. Evidence always points to the truth.”

“What do you want with me? I didn’t do anything. I don’t know anything.”

“Evidence suggests differently,” Nathan declared.

“What evidence?” Heather asked. “I have a right to face my accuser, don’t I?”

“You do,” Nathan conceded. “We’ll start with your phone records, supported by phone records of those you’ve been talking to. Then there are your bank records, your lifestyle.”

“My lifestyle?” Heather was shocked. “I work, I go home. I live in Kittredge. It’s not like there’s an active culture or a wonderful nightlife.”

“Well, maybe lifestyle was the wrong term,” Nathan recanted. “A better one might be the company you keep.”

“Like I said, I work, I go home,” Heather exclaimed.

“Why do you think we found two sets of audits in Seth Robinson’s home files?”

“I can’t imagine,” Heather replied. “Why do you think there are two sets?”

“My guess is the bank failed its first audit and Robinson helped cook up another set so the bank didn’t fail,” Nathan explained. “Those are the second set and the books the government has on file. They would be the books the audit four years ago was based on and the books we used to conduct our recent audit as well.”

“I didn’t work here for the audit from six years ago, and I wasn’t involved in the audit from four years ago,” Heather reiterated.

“I think somebody here paid Seth Robinson to help create a set of books that would pass the audit.”

“I suppose that’s a logical guess,” Heather stated.

“Then I think he came back to do the next audit and wanted more money to keep cooking the audits,” Nathan continued.

Heather shrugged.

“And that was when somebody you know murdered him,” Nathan pressed.

“I don’t know anything about that.”

“What do you know about?” Nathan asked.

Heather didn’t say anything.

“Like on TV or the movies, this is your chance to save yourself.”

Heather didn’t say anything.

“Were you sleeping with Quentin McCarthy before you became vice president of the bank?” Nathan pressed. “Is that how you earned the promotion?”

“You son of a bitch,” Heather snapped.

“I didn’t know my mother, so you could be right,” Nathan exclaimed. “Did you work your way to the top on your back?”

Heather’s ears turned red, and her hand went to the side of her neck.

Nathan smiled. “You went from part-time teller making not enough to live on to vice president being paid enough to live comfortably anywhere in the country. Did the promotion come before or after you started sleeping with the boss?”

Heather said nothing.

“Did the sleeping with the boss come before or after you figured out the books weren’t accurate, and McCarthy was laundering money?” Nathan continued.

“You seem to know a lot.” Heather’s voice displayed little emotion. “What do you need me for?”

“McCarthy is dead, murdered by his partners,” Nathan declared. “Someone has to take the fall. You were sleeping with him, received a promotion upon his death. It would be easy to say you blackmailed him for the promotion, learned about the laundering and had him killed so you could control all the money.”

Heather didn’t say anything.

“And since all that happened at an FDIC insured and SEC regulated facility, it will be prosecuted in Federal Court, leading to a long time in Federal Prison,” Nathan explained. “Would you like to call your lawyer, or would you like to talk to me?”

“I want immunity and protection,” Heather exclaimed.

“Protection is guaranteed. Immunity depends on what you share.”

“Can I trust you?” Heather asked.

“You can,” Nathan answered. “I’m not one of your partners. Nor am I likely to become one. But you still don’t have much choice.”

“Okay,” Heather agreed. “Let’s talk.”


CHAPTER EIGHTY-THREE


The rain had moved out and the stars and most of the moon peeked through broken clouds. Michelle left the barn through a hole she had cut into the rear wall as a teenager and sneaked back into the woods. The last time she had checked on Deputy Glenn, he had been sleeping. She had also slept a few hours. Sleep in the woods was like restrooms during travel: take advantage of the opportunity.

It was nearly midnight when she crossed County Road 8 where it crossed Branch Creek and moved into the southeast portion of Kittredge. Michelle followed the creek until she was at the edge of Scott Walker’s backyard. The house was dark. Either he was sleeping, or he was out in the community, being the sheriff.

His house was on the corner of Third Avenue South and Clinton Street where Clinton curved until it became Fourth Avenue South. Third ended halfway down the side of Walker’s yard, then became a drainage ditch that ended in Branch Creek. Michelle left her pack on the bank of the creek and crept up the ditch until she was near Walker’s patio. She sneaked close and set the tibia on the glass top of the patio table.

Michelle moved back to the ditch, then down to the creek. She followed it farther into Walker’s property, until she was behind his storage shed. She crawled up behind the shed and smeared a viscous goo onto the back wall of the shed.

She moved back to the creek, then back toward the drainage ditch. The creek was shallow there. Too much sediment washed down from the street every year and settled, making it shallow but wider at that spot.

Some kids had placed rocks in the sediment to firm it up and ensure easier crossing into the undeveloped area on the other side of the creek and beyond Kittredge city limits, where they did some hunting and trapping, rode dirt bikes, and occasionally had field parties.

Michelle grabbed her pack, crossed the creek and disappeared into the tall grass and brush. She already knew the vantage she would use to watch Walker’s house as she launched the next portion of her plan and went there, then sunk down, well out of sight, to wait for the proper moment.
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Scott Walker had driven past the bank as they were loading boxes into vans. The closed signs and armed men at the doors, watching the packing, provided an ominous tone to the business day.

He wondered how much the Feds knew. As an owner of the bank, he could ask. But his ownership role wasn’t well known. They publicly only talked about McCarthy being an owner, tried to never mention that he had partners. All of whom had a larger stake than he did. Going there to ask would only open himself up to questioning. He wanted to avoid letting the questions start.

The next time Walker drove past the bank, it had been locked up, dark and abandoned. He drove past the home of Heather Gray. The Feds were finishing their search and closing up their vehicles. She wasn’t stupid enough to have bank records at home, was she? Did she have copies of whatever she had on Quentin McCarthy at her house? Where else would she have it?

She needed security in case McCarthy ever turned on her. What did she have on him that would force him to give her a vice president’s position and substantial salary? She was fun in the sack. Was that enough to control McCarthy?

Walker drove to the love nest owned by McCarthy and most recently used by him and Heather. She was not there. Did McCarthy find a way to keep its existence out of the public record? Or was it a bank asset Walker as an owner didn’t know about, and the Feds would be moving on as soon as they found it?

If Heather wasn’t at the bank, wasn’t at the love nest and wasn’t home, where was she? Because of the warrant, did she get a hotel room for the night? Her car wasn’t in the bank lot, wasn’t in her driveway. He should have checked her garage, but he’d never seen her use it. It was a single-car garage and was probably full of lawn mower and assorted other yard tools so she couldn’t use it for her car.

Kittredge did not have a hotel. Schuller, the county seat, had two. Skylar had one. Chamberlain did not, neither did Dunn. They only had bed-and-breakfasts. The two in Dunn were always booked solid due to the proximity of the string of three lakes to the south of town. The three in Chamberlain were less busy. She might have chosen one of them.

It was time for his regular patrol. A couple times a week, Walker made sure he was in all of the towns in his county. Visibility ensured calm, calm ensured control. He liked calm. Things had not been calm. Maybe a nice drive, with the opportunity to check on a few people, would provide some calm. And maybe a few answers.
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Nathan Felknor stood. “You’ve been very helpful, Ms. Gray. We will do our part. You’ll be leaving soon.”

“Leaving? For where?” Heather asked.

“As we agreed, we will provide protection. Our next step is to take you to a safe location until the situation is under control.”

“Do I get to go home first, pick up a few things?”

“I will have Agent Harrison gather a few things for you,” Nathan replied.

“How will she know where to look? How will she know what I want?” Heather asked.

“Believe me, she knows how to find things,” Nathan stated. “As far as what you want, everything will be placed into storage until it is determined if a new identity is required to ensure your safety. If a new identity is required, then you won’t be needing anything from your past life.”

“But…”

“Let’s hope a new identity is not necessary,” Nathan concluded.

Heather was escorted out of the empty bank, Nathan in front of her, one of the large guards from the door on each side. She climbed into a black SUV. One of the guards climbed in on the other side. The other got behind the steering wheel. Nathan Felknor got into the passenger side front seat.

The guard in back checked Heather’s seat belt, made sure it was buckled. When she looked at him, he smiled. “Safety first.” Then he checked his again.

“What are you expecting?” Heather asked.

“Nothing,” the guard answered. “Just doing what my mama taught me. She grew up before they had seat belts in cars. According to the story she tells, her brother fell out of the car on a corner. Since then, we’ve always double checked.”

Heather nodded. “Thank you. As long as we’re not expecting anything else.”

“We’re not,” he declared.

They drove to Skylar, pulled into the parking lot for a strip mall that had a music store and four other businesses. Waiting there were two identical SUVs. Theirs pulled into a space between the others. Nathan got out.

Kristy Harrison, who had been part of the audit team and had escorted Heather into the restroom, got out of one of the other SUVs. She pulled a suitcase from the back, carried it to the rear of their SUV and put it in the back. Kristy got into the passenger seat, buckled in, and the SUV pulled out.

Nathan Felknor got into the SUV Kristy had vacated. That SUV pulled out and went back toward Kittredge. The third SUV followed the one carrying Heather.

They drove west out of Skylar, following Dunn County Road 8 until they came to Highway 95, then farther west to Cambridge. They turned into an isolated area next to the airport.

“Where are you taking me?” Heather asked. “This looks like someplace you take people to kill them.”

“I assure you, this isn’t that,” Kristy told her. “We’re trying to get you out of the area as quickly as we can. You’ll be flying first class.”

“Flying to where?”

“I don’t know,” Kristy answered. “I don’t need to know. The pilot has her instructions. She’ll tell you what she can.”

“I don’t know about this,” Heather grumbled. “Talking to you no longer seems like a good idea.”

“Trusting us is your best alternative,” Kristy declared.

Heather remained quiet.

The SUV drove to a distant corner of the airport, where a helicopter waited. “There’s your ride,” Kristy announced. “Right on time.”

Both SUVs emptied. The four people from the second SUV surrounded Heather, Kristy and the two men from their SUV. All eight walked together to the helicopter. The door was opened from inside.

The guard who sat in back and talked to Heather took her hand and held it as she stepped up into the chopper. She turned and looked at him.

“You’ll be fine.” He stepped away from the aircraft.

The door was closed, and Heather took a seat. A distinguished looking man was seated next to her. “Let me help you.” He adjusted her shoulder straps and seat belt and got her buckled in. “I’m Michael. It’s a pleasure to meet you. Can I call you Heather?”

“Okay. Who are you, Michael?”

“I guess I’m the boss,” Michael Turner answered. “All of these people work for me. We do what we can to stop the bad guys. I’d like to say we protect the innocent, but there are no truly innocent people. As a result, we help the good guys. Are you one of the good guys, Heather?”

“I’d like to think so,” Heather replied. “I want to do the right thing.”

“Then we’re going to get along fine,” Michael answered. The engines fired up, the rotors turned, and after a few seconds, the helicopter lifted off.

Heather tried to look out the window, then closed her eyes and leaned back in the seat, her hands gripping the cushion.

“Have you been in a helicopter before?” Michael asked.

“No,” Heather admitted. “Only planes, twice, on vacations.”

“Helicopters are a different experience. It took me some time to adjust to them,” Michael stated. “But our pilot, Audrey, is one of the best. We’re in good hands.”

“Where are we going?”

“Saint Paul, then Chicago,” Michael answered. “We’ll have plenty of opportunities to talk. I suggest you try to enjoy the flight.”

Heather nodded, then managed to look out the window. She thought the helicopter was flying a little too close to the ground. She could still distinguish what everything was as they breezed past it.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-FOUR


Scott Walker’s patrol route took him to Skylar first. He drove through the town extra slow, making sure anybody on the streets or in their yards saw him. He reached the hotel at the west end of town as two SUVs pulled into the parking lot. Seven people climbed out. One was the agent who had been guarding the front door to the bank as he drove past earlier. Another was a member of the audit team.

Was the audit team part of the raid? What had they found to bring the auditors back, this time to seize all of the records? Was she a real auditor? Or had the audit been a ruse, did they already know enough to get a warrant and the audit had been their ploy to gather more? What had McCarthy said or done to attract this much attention? If he was alive, Walker would have gotten the truth out of him.

He watched the seven Feds go into the hotel. From the lack of baggage and the short time in the lobby, they must have already been checked in. They were planning on staying for a while, it wasn’t a quick decision because they found something interesting.

Heather’s car was not in the parking lot.

Dunn County Roads 8 and J were the busiest roads in the county, and formed a plus sign, with Kittredge in the center. There were plenty of other ways around the county, most of them roads that ran east-west or north-south. There weren’t any diagonal roads connecting the four points on the compass.

In order to look like he was following his routine, he took some of the less traveled roads south and east and ended up in Dunn. It was the smallest of major towns in the county and was situated near the three lakes that first attracted people to the area.

Schuller, at the mouth of the Crow River, quickly became the focus of business, as goods were shipped up and down the St. Croix and Crow Rivers. Dunn, in spite of being the namesake of the county, quickly became the unpopular sibling. Still, it was in Walker’s jurisdiction. Fortunately, it was the town that required the least attention.

The parking spaces outside both bed-and-breakfasts were full, but none of the cars belonged to Heather.

He continued toward the northeast and into Schuller. Things were quiet. But at one of the two hotels, another flock of black SUVs that smelled like Feds were in the lot. If there had been a matching SUV in Dunn, Walker would have suspected the Feds were trying to surround him. Walker sat across the street and observed the hotel. No additional SUVs came, no Feds that he had seen in Kittredge came out of the building. Why so many? What was really going on?

Walker checked the cars. None belonged to Heather. He drove to the other hotel. Again, no Heather. The long-term potential of their relationship was not looking good.

He kept going to Chamberlain, the northernmost point of the Dunn County compass, and the town that used to give him the most trouble. That was when he first took office and before he cracked down on unacceptable behavior by cracking a few heads. But there was something off about the town, a perpetual undercurrent of tension and anxiety. As if the place was waiting for something to come up and devour it.

There was only one car in the parking area of the bed-and-breakfast. It did not belong to Heather. She was not in any of the logical places in Dunn County. That suggested she was still in the possession of the Feds.

Walker felt stuck. He couldn’t imagine any moves that would produce a positive outcome until he knew what he was up against. Wait and see was not his style, but it might have to do for the night. Assuming the Feds weren’t waiting for him when he got home.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-FIVE


Audrey Phelps landed the helicopter at Holman Field and watched as Michael Turner and Heather Gray climbed onto the unmarked military aircraft she had flown to Atlanta and Chicago. Once they were airborne, she went to her car and climbed in. She would rather have taken the helicopter, but then someone would have had to pick her up in Cambridge. Or she would have to land the thing on the front yard of the Lewis residence.

That was, in her opinion, the best option. She couldn’t be of any help to Michelle if she was driving a damn car. Not that she knew how to help, she had no idea what Michelle was up to. As far as Nathan was able to report, Michelle had disappeared after an argument with the owner of the newspaper after playing a round of mini-golf.

But maybe that was Michael’s plan. Keep Audrey out of play until the team knew what the plan would be.

Audrey was confused. Michelle talked about interrogating Ryan Westrum, owner of the Dunn County Gazette. They had breakfast, had played mini-golf, and been seen kissing, then had an argument and she was gone. What kind of interrogation was that? And where was her report?

Then there was the blurb on the Dunn County Gazette’s website that a bone had been found in the yard of Mayor Ronald Pierce. And the bone appeared to be a human femur. Whose bone? Who put it there? Was it Brandon’s? Did Michelle dig him up and deposit him in the yard of one of his killers? That would be her style. But was it necessary? Weren’t there legal means within the system to accomplish the same thing? They had plenty of evidence. Especially once Michelle led the forensics teams to the bodies.

But then it would still be Michelle’s word against Walker’s as to who pulled the trigger.

Maybe Pierce would testify if it could save him from corruption and money laundering charges. McCarthy would be no help. He was a loose end that had been tied up.

Audrey turned on the car radio, hoping for some distraction. She turned it off when the song that came on made her question what they were doing, made her wonder if Scott Walker could get away with it, as he had for years. The song was “I Fought the Law and the Law Won.”

She pressed a little harder on the gas pedal.
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Scott Walker went home, trying to decide his next move. He walked through the house, stopped to get a beer from the refrigerator, and went out onto the patio, where his next move was decided as soon as he saw the tibia lying on his patio table.

He yelled, “Fucking bitch. I’m coming for you.”

“I beg your pardon?” Nathan Felknor returned. As he stepped around the corner, the doorbell rang.

“I wasn’t talking to you,” Walker declared. He looked at Nathan. “Covering the back to be sure I can’t sneak away while you’re trying to lay your warrant on me?”

“I’m being thorough, like I know you would,” Nathan stated. “You’d expect nothing less.”

“You’re right.” Walker took a drink. “Could have gotten yourself killed though.”

“I considered that possibility,” Nathan replied.

Walker looked at the warrant Nathan held out to him. “There’s nothing to find.”

“That’s my assumption.”

“Then why bother?” Walker asked.

“Again, being thorough,” Nathan answered.

A spot of flame arched through the air and struck Walker’s tool shed. It erupted into flame.

“Holy shit.” Nathan pulled out his phone and called in the fire.

“Fucking bitch,” Walker yelled. He went to the wall and opened the outdoor faucet, then moved to the garden hose reel at the edge of the patio and began pulling at the hose. When enough was free, he grabbed the end and tried to run toward the shed.

The reel didn’t want to let go of the hose. Nathan pulled at the hose, trying to keep the reel moving and the hose coming out so Walker could stretch it to the shed. Walker circled the back and began squirting at the flames. Instead of going out, the flames spread, as if the water made the viscous goo on the wall become more fluid and carry the flames to new fuel.

“Fire extinguisher?” Nathan yelled.

“Pantry, next to the refrigerator,” Walker called back.

Nathan ran into the house, went to the pantry, and returned with a small fire extinguisher. The size was designed to put out a small kitchen fire, not a napalm-inspired exterior building fire.

The agents who’d been ringing the doorbell came around the house and saw the fire. They ran to their SUVs and returned with additional fire extinguishers.

Walker and Nathan focused on the center of the wall. The agents started at the ends and worked their way to the center of the fire. It started slowly coming under control. Sirens could be heard.

Nathan’s fire extinguisher ran out of materials. Walker stepped closer and used his thumb across the end of the hose to increase the pressure. It splattered some of the goo and flames onto the grass. The spots were small, and the men tried to stomp them out while still working the water and extinguishers on the flames.

The flames had spread to the shed roof, but their growth had slowed. The fire department pulled a pumper truck to the end of Third Avenue South and part way onto the yard. Two men got out, grabbed a hose end and stretched it across the yard. Another fireman pulled behind the truck in his personal pickup truck and went to the controls on the side of the truck. Once the pump kicked in, there was enough pressure to overwhelm the flames and put them out.

The firemen continued to run water on the shed, but the fire was out. Some smoke drifted up, and a sizzle would emerge from a hot spot on occasion, but the shed was saved.

“It’s not a total loss,” Walker declared. “Thank you, all of you, for your help.”

The volunteer fire department started to put their hose away. The two agents returned to the front of the house with their extinguishers.

Nathan stood next to Walker. “You evidently have an idea who is responsible for this. You yelled at someone.”

Walker nodded.

“How can I help?” Nathan asked.

“You can’t,” Walker insisted. “Do you have any charges you want to press against me now? Or am I free to continue doing my job?”

“You’ve received the warrant,” Nathan replied. “At this point, there are no charges against anyone, so yes, you can keep doing what you need to do.”

“There is somebody who blames me for something that didn’t happen. I’m going after them.” He looked at Nathan. “I promise not to leave the county, if that helps.”

“It does. Thank you.” Nathan looked at the agents coming back to the back yard, but spoke to Walker. “You do what you need to do, and we’ll do the same.” He stepped close. “But the flammable materials used, and the ability to get close enough to spread them suggests you’re not up against your average disgruntled citizen. I suggest being careful.”

Walker stared out beyond the edge of his yard and across Branch Creek. “Yeah.”

Nathan turned and walked toward the house. He stopped near the patio table. “Sheriff, what’s this?” Nathan asked, pointing to the bone.

“It’s the same issue,” Walker answered.

“The person was all the way up here?”

“Looks like it,” Walker conceded.

“Wow,” Nathan stated.

“Yeah,” Walker conceded. “We probably should all be careful. I don’t know if they’ll separate you from me when the shit starts flying.”

“We’ll be on our toes.” Inwardly, Nathan smiled. He knew the source of Walker’s problems.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-SIX


Michelle Lewis had fired the arrow that ignited the goo she’d spread on the back of Walker’s shed. The goo was a combination of glycerin, gelatin, and gasoline. The nice thing about the mix was it stayed flammable no matter how much it tried to dry out.

It was a stroke of luck that Nathan Felknor chose that moment to deliver his warrant to the sheriff. Michelle wanted Walker to know she was hunting him, and now he was also sure the Feds were looking into his business, too. The nice thing was she hadn’t been seen in the company of any federal agents, so Walker didn’t know she was the source of the information that got them tearing apart his life.

She was already across County Road 8 by the time Nathan’s agents had their fire extinguishers and were back behind Walker’s house. She moved silently and carefully. Walker might find where she launched her arrow, but he would have difficulty tracking her.

He could, however, assume that she would be trying to protect Brandon and would, as a result, be close to the grave when it is discovered. And maybe he could blame both those bodies on her. Ryan Westrum had suggested she might be a psychopath, and now she had burned down his shed. And improperly handled a cadaver by leaving a piece at Pierce’s home and another at his. Westrum’s statement would back up any of the sheriff’s assertions after she was dead.

Michelle knew he would try to blame her for the murders. However, he could not escape the money laundering and conspiracy charges that came from his ownership of the bank and close affiliations with Pierce and McCarthy.

But Michelle was not going to be content to have Walker found guilty of white-collar crimes and sentenced to a few years in one of the resort penitentiaries that the powerful seem to be assigned no matter how guilty, no matter how many lives they ruined.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-SEVEN


Walker emerged from his house wearing body armor beneath camouflage hunting clothes. He carried an AR-15 and two semi-automatic pistols. He walked to the end of Third Avenue South, down the drainage ditch, and across Branch Creek by the stones on top of the sand. He walked along the bank until he was behind his shed.

He called Deputy Keith Glenn. “What are you doing?”

“Watching for Michelle Lewis,” Glenn told him.

“She won’t be coming home.”

“How do you know?” Glenn asked.

“She set my shed on fire,” Walker replied. “She’s in the woods. Get out there by where you found that truck, and find her.”

“Can’t this wait until morning?” Glenn whined. “It’s not that far away.”

“No, it can’t,” Walker ordered. “Get out there and find her.

“Yes, sir,” Glenn stated.

“I’ll be tracking her, hopefully driving her your way,” Walker continued. “Be sure not to shoot me.”

“I’ll be sure of my target. We’ll find her.”

“Good. I knew I could count on you,” Walker concluded. “And I’ll make it up to you too.”

From where he stood behind the shed, Walker calculated the trajectory and the origin of the arrow that started the fire and started walking.

It took him almost ten minutes of walking in a zigzag pattern to find the spot where Michelle Lewis had laid in wait and launched her arrow, an easy two hundred feet from the shed. The grass in a low spot had been flattened by the weight of a small person. Walker had almost missed it. It wouldn’t have been visible from anywhere but above. He shook his head. She was good.

He examined the area around the low spot. There was no bent grass, no broken sticks, no footprints. How was that possible? Michelle couldn’t be that good, could she? She couldn’t float. She couldn’t fly. She had to touch things, didn’t she?

It didn’t matter. He knew where she would go. To Brandon’s grave. That was the only place she could actually harm him, by digging up the grave.

He started across the field, not caring if he bent any grass or crushed any plants. He took the shortest course to where Branch Creek went underneath County Road 8. That spot was probably where she crossed the road and would again on her way back into the woods. No need to be subtle here, just go. Which he did.
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Audrey Phelps was as far as the exit to Holman Field when she announced, “This is bullshit.” She turned the car around and drove back to the helicopter.
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Nathan Felknor watched Scott Walker leave the property. He called Audrey. “Where the hell are you? You know this area the best of anybody but Michelle. We need you here now.”

“I’m airborne, coming in hot, about thirty minutes out,” Audrey stated.

“How hot?” Nathan asked.

“Thoroughly pissed,” Audrey replied. “Needed fuel. There was red tape and hoops, and I’m missing my rockets and mini-guns.”

“We need your eyes, not firepower. Maybe next time,” Nathan suggested.

“I’ll be better prepared,” Audrey promised.

“Any guess where Michelle might be?” Nathan probed.

“The woods behind the Lewis property or the National Wilderness Area behind that,” Audrey answered.

“We’re on it.” Nathan disconnected. “People.” A half dozen agents turned to face him. “There’s been a shift in our priorities. I want to know every dirt road, logging road, bike path, hiking path or animal trail in Dunn County in ten minutes or less. That includes the National Wilderness Area.”

Nobody said anything, but everybody moved to their phones and computers.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-EIGHT


Keith Glenn drove to where he had picked up Brandon Young’s truck almost five years ago. With what happened in the last few days, the number of hours he has spent in the woods or waiting in his vehicle, it could have been decades ago.

Glenn grew up in the suburbs, became a cop in Woodbury, and moved to Saint Paul. It was about the money and the action. Especially the action. Glenn liked being a cop. It came with power. Power came with perks. He wasn’t afraid to take advantage of them. And sometimes he got to take his frustrations out on people who deserved it.

One of the bosses decided the amount of frustration he took out on a man who abused his entire family, both physically and mentally, was excessive. He deserved to die. But the guy was alive. How could the beating Glenn administered to him have been excessive? It wasn’t even as much as he deserved. Or had given out.

Scott Walker called Glenn at home while he was on paid administrative leave and offered him a job. It was a rural area with less action, but there were fewer eyes on every action. Glenn accepted and moved to Chamberlain. He’d done a few things the sheriff had requested and had never experienced so much as a complaint.

Some of the projects, like driving Brandon Young’s truck to Boulder, Colorado, had resulted in extra cash in with his paycheck. That bonus in particular had been substantial. The work had been easy. And was almost never mentioned again. Except for these recent trips to the woods. Was the location only a reference? Or a reminder that Glenn was involved in whatever happened that day in the woods?

Glenn stood outside his vehicle and let his eyes adjust to the low level of light. It wasn’t dark, but some kind of light would have been helpful. He walked along the road, looking into the shadows, listening and watching for any movement. There was none.

A clearing was off to the side. It had a peculiar shadow—a straight line. Everyone knew there were no straight lines in nature. He stepped closer. It was a shovel, standing directly up.

“I have in my possession at least five ways to kill you. Two of them are aimed at you right now,” announced a female voice from the dark. “Do you want to die?”

“No, I do not want to die.”

“What was your involvement in the disappearance of Brandon Young and Seth Robinson?”

“Are you Michelle Lewis?” Glenn asked.

“Do you want to die?” she continued.

“No. But I think I deserve to know who is about to kill me,” Glenn replied.

“I would guess Scott Walker will be the one to kill you. But yes, I am Michelle Lewis. Now, answer my question.”

“I drove Brandon’s truck out of state,” Glenn replied. “I don’t know who the other guy is. I didn’t have anything to do with him. Is he dead?”

“He is,” Michelle confirmed. “Walker killed them both. Right where you’re standing.”

“Oh shit.”

“I left you the shovel. Remove your gun belt, toss it to the side, and start digging.”

“Why?” Glenn asked.

“Two choices,” Michelle replied. “Uncover the bodies. Or join them. But you’re digging.”

“Would it matter if I told you I had a bad back?” Glenn suggested.

“You’re stalling. But no. Other than I might shoot you in a way that will really make your back hurt.” An arrow struck the ground a foot in front of Glenn’s foot.

“Jesus,” Glenn muttered.

“No. He’s not in Dunn County, hasn’t been for a long time,” Michelle stated. “That’s to show you I’m serious. The next one draws blood.”

“I will dig. There is no need to hurt me. Or kill me.” Glenn unbuckled his utility belt and tossed it to the side. “I knew coming out here was a bad idea.”

“The ankle piece, too,” Michelle added.

Glenn complied, tossing the second gun near the first, then took the shovel and started tossing dirt.

After a while spent digging, he lifted out a skull. There was a hole in the back, and part of the forehead was missing.

“Jesus,” Glenn muttered.

Scott Walker stepped into the clearing. “That would be Brandon Young. His bullet came from behind.”

“Michelle Lewis is around here somewhere,” Glenn stated.

“She probably moved away while you were digging up the forest,” Walker replied. “Damn, you were loud.”

“Do you really think she’s gone?” Glenn asked.

“It doesn’t matter.” Walker lifted the AR-15 and fired a single round into the head of Deputy Keith Glenn. Glenn dropped the skull and fell into the grave.

Walker yelled and reached down to grab the arrow that stuck out of his leg. He flipped a switch and swept the surrounding brush with fire from the AR-15. The magazine emptied and he dropped it to the ground. As he pulled another magazine from his vest, an arrow struck him in the shoulder.

It had come from a different direction than the first one. Was she alone? Walker fought back the pain and let his eyes sweep the woods. Did her father join her? Is that why he wasn’t home? If Walker had been able to start at the office, or even from his car, he’d have brought night-vision glasses with him. Then we’d see if she could hide from him. Damn Feds, impeding his investigation.

He slammed the magazine into place. Another arrow struck his thigh. He now had arrows pointing in both directions out of the same leg. Add in the shoulder wound, and he had arrows pointing three directions. Blood flowed freely. Did the bitch hit an artery?

Walker didn’t want to know how well Kevlar worked against an arrow. He sprayed another arc of the woods with bullets.

“How long can we do this dance?” Walker dropped the second empty magazine to the ground and reached for another full one.

The arrow pierced his hand and pinned it to his camouflage vest. It did not penetrate the Kevlar, but it still hurt. “Aah, you bitch. Come out and face me.” He pulled the arrowhead from the vest. Walker wanted to pull the arrow, but that meant setting down the AR-15. Not that it mattered. It was empty, and the hand that could put in a new magazine was now worthless.

“You’re good,” Walker declared. “You’ll run out of arrows before I run out of blood.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it,” Michelle returned. “You’re familiar with the death by a thousand cuts?”

“I am.” Walker hoped she’d keep talking so he could pinpoint her location. It almost sounded like she was everywhere. Maybe that was due to blood loss.

“This is death by a thousand arrows,” Michelle continued. “And I’ve got enough.”

“I don’t have that many body parts,” Walker snapped. “Come on out, give me a chance.”

“Like you gave Brandon,” Michelle reminded him.

“That was nothing personal. That was business.”

“It was personal to me,” Michelle retorted. “It was personal to Brandon.”

Walker could tell she was moving but couldn’t pinpoint her exact location. He leaned over and set the AR-15 on the ground. With his hand free, he tried to break the shaft sticking through his other hand.

“That’s carbon fiber,” Michelle pointed out. “It’s designed to never break.”

Walker pushed it back so only the head stuck out of his hand.

“It was personal to Seth Robinson, too,” Michelle added.

“How did you find out who he was?” Walker asked.

“I’m not working alone,” Michelle replied. “Haven’t been for a while.”

Would the bitch kindly stand still? “You’re a fed?”

His hand went to his side and closed around the grip of one of his pistols. An arrow penetrated his leg below the end of his holster. Walker managed not to scream. He did waver on his feet, his knees wishing they could let him fall.

Walker got his pistol from the holster and started shooting. It was a nine-millimeter with a fifteen-round magazine. Bullets flew everywhere he had thought she once stood or shot him from.


CHAPTER EIGHTY-NINE


Nathan’s team stood around the nose of the SUV. Half of them were examining a map. The other had laptops open and were scouring online maps and satellite images. They all looked up at the sound of semi-automatic weapons fire.

“It isn’t hunting season, people,” Nathan announced. “We need some answers.”
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Audrey was also missing her heads-up displays and the imaging equipment available on her Apache. She would be able to scan the woods for heat signatures and listen for weapons fire. She would be having a serious talk with Colonel Turner after this was over. Especially if something went wrong.
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Michelle shot an arrow into Walker’s back. The Kevlar stopped it, but it hung up on his vest and dangled behind him. He tried to reach it with the hand that had an arrow through it.

Walker gave up and dropped the empty magazine out of his pistol.

“To set your mind at ease, you’ll be out of bullets before I’m out of arrows,” Michelle drawled.

“Why don’t you just kill me?” Walker asked.

“I like to hear you talk,” Michelle replied.

“I always thought you were a nice person,” Walker stated.

“I never claimed to be. And besides, I changed after I watched you shoot Brandon.”

“I should have assumed you’d be trouble and killed you right away,” Walker declared.

“Yes, you probably should have,” Michelle agreed. “That would have gotten my dad on your ass, but yes, you should have risked it.”

She was moving again. Bitch. “Your dad I could have handled.”

“You’re admitting I’m too much for you?” Michelle asked.

“I’ve admitted nothing. You think you know what you think you saw. But it’s your word against mine. And now, you’ve killed Deputy Glenn and used me for a pin cushion.” Walker slid another magazine into the pistol.

“Wow. The ease you have at bending or ignoring the truth,” Michelle drawled. “You would have had a career in national politics.”

“I was content with what I had until you fucked everything up,” Walker replied.

“You fucked up,” Michelle snapped. “I’m only the instrument of your destruction.”

He was sure he knew where she was. He turned and emptied the magazine in an area about six feet wide.

No sound came back. No arrows found him. He had her. He smiled. Walker thought about reaching for his phone, calling for help. It had been almost a minute since he fired that last round.

“Wow. That was close,” Michelle stated admiringly.

The voice came from behind him. How was that possible? Walker spun around. An arrow hit him in the center of the chest. Direct hit where his heart would be. The vest stopped the arrow, but the force, the surprise and the loss of blood combined to knock him off his feet. Walker fell flat on his back.

A light filled his eyes. The wind picked up.

Walker raised his pistol and pointed it at the helicopter hovering above him, shining a spotlight on the scene.

Michelle stepped out of the woods and kicked his hand. The pistol flew out of his reach.

“I think you’re done. The cavalry has arrived.” Michelle stood over him, holding a Bowie knife.

“I guess so.” Walker pointed at her shoulder. “But I got you.”

Michelle looked at the hole in her shoulder, leaking blood. “I guess you did get in one lucky shot. But you’re still done.”

“Maybe not.” From his back, he lunged at her with a knife he had pulled from a side pocket.

It penetrated her side above the waistband of her pants. Her eyes opened wide, her mouth formed an O.

Walker pulled out the knife and pulled it back. He moved forward with another plunge. Michelle grabbed his wrist, then fell to her knees beside him, plunging her Bowie knife into his throat.

Scott Walker gasped, coughed, and worked his jaw to pull in air. He met her gaze, and died.


CHAPTER NINETY


Audrey had been talking with Nathan since she flew above the Lewis house. She climbed until she had a wide enough vantage. Her light had reflected off the top of Keith Glenn’s vehicle. She descended slightly and focused her search in that area. She told Nathan approximately where she was, and he headed that way.

She found the right clearing as Scott Walker emptied his pistol in one direction. Audrey watched him fall to his back and hovered above him.

Then she saw him stab Michelle and screamed into her radio, “The bastard stabbed her.”
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Nathan Felknor was on a dirt logging road. Branches scratched at the vehicle. Ruts and holes in the road tried to decimate the suspension. He kept on the road, kept the vehicle pointed in the general direction of the helicopter hovering overhead and prayed he had found the right road.

He came around a curve. His headlights shined on Michelle Lewis. She was kneeling. She leaned on a Bowie knife sticking into something. It was the only thing holding her up.

The SUV slammed to a stop. He jammed the gearshift into park and jumped from the SUV. Three other agents did as well. Two of them went to Scott Walker. One kept a weapon pointed at him while the other checked for a pulse.

Nathan and Kristy grabbed Michelle by the arms and pulled her away from Walker. Kristy looked at the stab wound and applied pressure. Michelle made a noise.

Audrey and Nathan were still on the phone. “This looks bad.” Nathan had it on speaker.

“Get her into your vehicle and get out to the main drag. I’ll land on the road if I have to,” Audrey insisted.

“We’re on our way.” Nathan pointed at one of the agents. “Secure the site.” Nathan looked at the other. “Help me get her in the car. We’re not losing her.”

They picked her up while Kristy kept pressure on the wound and carried her to the SUV. They laid her on the backseat. Nathan pulled off his jacket and gave it to Kristy, who crawled in and kneeled on the vehicle floor in front of her. She used the jacket to apply more pressure.

Nathan and the other agent climbed into the front seats, and Nathan did a three-point turnaround and floored it.

As they bounced along, Kristy remarked, “I hope your driving doesn’t kill her before we can get her out of the woods.”

“Better me than some asshole,” Nathan snapped.

“Okay, asshole,” Audrey replied.

“Oh shit,” Kristy declared. “I saw the bullet hole in her shoulder. She’s worse off than we thought.”

A minute later, Audrey stated, “The road you’re on leads to County Road J.”

“Okay,” Nathan replied. “That’s where we’ll meet you.”

“I’ve radioed the other units,” Audrey added. “They’re moving from County 8 to County J. They’ll block the road for us.”

“Roger that,” Nathan stated. “Jesus, I’m reverting to the service.”

“Anything for a wounded comrade,” Kristy acknowledged.

The SUV emerged onto Dunn County Road J about 200 yards south of the bridge over the Crow River. Two SUVs had the road blocked, all their lights on and flashing.

Audrey set the helicopter down on the road. Nathan stopped the SUV at the edge of the rotor span. Two agents from the road met them as they opened the door. Four agents carried Michelle while Kristy ran beside them, maintaining pressure on the wound.

Another agent had the chopper door open. They slid Michelle into the helicopter. One of them picked Kristy up and threw her in. Nathan stepped back. Agent Bradley Lundberg from the audit team told him, “You go with. Apply pressure on that bullet hole. We’ve got this.” He pointed. “Take care of her. We’ll take care of the rest.”

Nathan nodded and climbed in. They slammed the door shut, and the engine revved. Audrey had the helicopter headed toward Cambridge before it even cleared the treetops.
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Audrey yelled, “Hey.”

Nathan looked at her. She tapped her headphones. Nathan grabbed a set and put them on.

“Can you hear me now?” Audrey asked.

“Yes,” Nathan responded.

“I’ve radioed ahead to the hospital. They’ll be ready,” Audrey stated. “I’ve contacted Michael. He’s on his way. He’s also sending more Marshals and the Minnesota State Patrol to take over patrolling the county.”

“Okay. Good,” Nathan remarked. “Not that I care right now.”

“I understand. But the job needs to be finished. Michelle will be pissed if we miss anything.”

Nathan laughed. “Yeah, she will. You’ve gotten pretty close, haven’t you?”

“She’s become my sister,” Audrey announced.

Bradley Lundberg watched the helicopter fly away, then turned to the agents with him. “You guys go back to the woods, help Corea with the site.” To Evans, the agent next to him, he suggested, “Let’s visit the mayor.” They climbed into their vehicles and headed out.
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Lundberg stopped in front of Ronald Pierce’s house. “Do you think he’s a risk?” Evans asked.

“I don’t know,” Lundberg mused. “We should probably assume so. I’ll go around to the back. You take the front door.”

“Got it,” Evans agreed.

They exited the vehicle. Lundberg scurried around the corner of the house. Evans crouch-walked to the front door, his weapon out in front of him.

Lundberg heard the doorbell as he stepped around the corner. Pierce sat on a patio chair. On the table next to him was a half-filled glass and an almost empty bottle.

“I’m in back,” Pierce stated. It wasn’t loud enough that Evans would have heard it.

Lundberg stepped closer to the patio. “Mr. Pierce, keep your hands where I can see them.”

One hand went up. The other reached for the glass. “Don’t worry. I’m not going to do anything stupid.”

Evans stepped from the house, coming through the sliding glass doors from the kitchen with his weapon raised. He shot a glance at Lundberg. “No one answered, so I tried the door. It was unlocked.”

“It’s okay. I’ve been expecting you,” Pierce replied. “Have you ever made a mistake that couldn’t be undone?” He took a big drink. “Made a mistake that could never be overcome?” He set the empty glass on the table. “I received an endorsement that started my political career. Then I accepted a grant for my humanitarian efforts.”

He pushed himself out of his chair. “And my ass was owned. And now, we’re going to pay for it.” He turned to face the agents, his hands in front of his body. “We deserve hell, but now is not the time for that. Let me help you gentlemen. Let’s go somewhere so I can tell you a story.”


CHAPTER NINETY-ONE


Michelle woke to Michael Turner sitting next to her bed. “Hey,” she croaked. “You look like shit.”

Michael smiled. “I’ve been sitting here for two days, worrying about my friend. How would you expect me to look?”

“Like shit. Sorry to put you through that.” Michelle pointed at a pitcher. “Am I allowed to drink?”

“Absolutely. It’s highly recommended.” Michael filled a cup, put a lid on it and a straw through the top, and raised it to her lips. “You can’t have anything stronger than water. But don’t worry, I’ll be drinking some Scotch on your behalf tonight.” He stood. “I’ll get the doctors. They’ll want to know you’re awake.”

“Wait,” Michelle called.

Michael sat back down.

“Did we accomplish what we were supposed to do?” Michelle asked.

“Scott Walker and Quentin McCarthy are dead. The bodies of Brandon Young and Seth Robinson have been recovered. The bank is under the control of regulators and has been re-opened. Heather Gray and Ronald Pierce are cooperating.

“Actually, Pierce is singing like a bird. He resigned, by the way. Kittredge needs a new mayor. We’ve arrested Kendall Ziegler and two of Walker’s deputies. Of course, Keith Glenn is dead, killed by his boss. The BCA and the State Patrol are patrolling the county.” Michael smiled. “So yes, I’d say we accomplished what we were supposed to do.”

“But whoever was holding Walker’s chain, they’re still out there,” Michelle pointed out.

“Yes, there is another layer somewhere out in the world,” Michael agreed.

“I need to continue the mission,” Michelle stated.

“When you’re ready.”

“Get me released. I’ll be ready.”

Michael smiled. “I’ll get the doctors. Then I’ll get your parents.”

“Um. About that,” Michelle told him. “We both know that as long as I’m working for you, chasing the people behind Walker, my family is at risk.”

“I suppose that’s possible,” Michael conceded. “We can protect them, keep them safe.”

“But that won’t be much of a life. It will be like they’re in jail because somebody bad is loose,” Michelle complained.

“What are you suggesting?” Michael asked.

“Let me die. Let Michelle Lewis die.”

“Really?” Michael asked. “You don’t think having you dead will be worse than being protected?”

“If I’m dead, they grieve once and don’t have to worry about me getting killed on every mission. Or ever again,” Michelle explained. “It’s why all of the other agencies like orphans.”

“That’s only in the movies,” Michael protested.

“It’s in books, too,” Michelle countered.

“So that makes it real?” Michael asked. “And a good idea?”

“If I’m going to do the job you want me to do, I need to be free from worry,” Michelle insisted. “I’m thinking about my family here. They can’t know what I’m doing. And I need to know they’re safe and free to live their lives.”

“I don’t like it,” Michael announced.

“But you know I’m right.”

“I don’t know that you’re right,” Michael countered. “But I know that you’re not wrong.”

“Then it’s settled. Michelle Lewis dies today.” She let her head drop back on her pillow.

“What about your friends?” Michael asked.

“Who would that be? I’ve spent years pushing everyone away. Ever since Walker shot Brandon, I’ve made sure there were no friends.”

“What about Eric? Or Ryan Westrum?” Michael continued.

“No commitments had been made. There was nothing permanent there,” Michelle replied.

“Connections were made. Connections are permanent.”

“They’ll both find somebody better suited to a life they deserve,” Michelle countered.

“What about your co-workers?” Michael inquired.

“If they’re going to remain on the team, they’ll have to get to know the new me,” Michelle stated.

Michael shook his head. “I still don’t like it.”

Michelle smiled. “You’ll get over it. After all, I’ll still be a thorn in your side.”

Michael stared at her. “By the way, Ryan Westrum is a hell of a reporter. I’ve been reading his work as he digs further into Dunn County and the practices of Walker and company. You’ll be proud.”

“I knew he’d do it right,” Michelle stated. “I could tell.”

Michael nodded. “Let me get a doctor so he can sign your death certificate.”

“Okay,” Michelle agreed. “When I’m properly dead, I can get out of here, and we can get back to work.”
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Michelle Lewis came to me a number of years ago.

Cindy Maldonado came later. In her case, I was thinking of a female James Bond. The world needs more Jane Bonds.

It took a while for them to tell me they were the same person.

Characters can be uncooperative. There are times they want to control the story, there are times they want to control the writer. There are times when they insist on doing both and completely surprising the writer.

At least, that’s what I have found to be true.

There are writers who believe themselves to be in control the entire time they are writing the book. Maybe they are. Or maybe the characters allow them to believe that.

One of the coolest things about writing is that there is no right or wrong way to tell a story. One of the hardest things about coaching another writer is that there are no right or wrong ways to tell a story.

I love to hear the process other writers use, to compare it to mine, to see if I can learn anything that might make the process easier. I also know writers who are amazed at the number of stories I am working on and the number of words I can get down in a single writing session.

Part of that might be my letting the characters do their thing, inspire me to tell their story and let the words flow.

Maybe the other writers have a harder time because they’re trying to control the story and the characters. We will probably never know.

I hate to use the term universe because Marvel and Star Wars seems to hog the concept. But Daniels and his friends have created a world of their own. That’s probably a safe term. I can’t imagine any of these characters leaving the planet. On the other hand, they are in communication with people who have passed onto other planes of existence. Maybe it’s a galaxy, maybe it’s the multiverse. I don’t know. I’m open to suggestions.

Either way, there are stories these other characters want told. Michelle Lewis is the first to have her origin story finished. I hope she’s pleased. I had a lot of fun following her into the woods. She has inspired me to want to spend more time in the wild. If only I wasn’t busy telling stories. And didn’t like ticks and mosquitoes.

My father hunted and fished. There are things in the story that were adapted from some of the stories I heard about him and his experiences. Most of his hunting trips were by him and his friends, and most were considered successful. The two of us did one hunting trip with just us. That was when I learned I didn’t want to hurt any animals, and the experience probably inspired Michelle’s brother’s attitudes. Our times may have triggered my competitive nature, however. I try to get better with every shot.

While I consider the books in the Psychic Guardian Angel series to be chapters in the life of Jacob Daniels and his friends, the other stories affect his reality too. Or mine. I hope you will also follow these characters as they lead me wherever they think I need to go. I’m looking forward to the challenge and the journey, and I am enjoying not making the trip alone. Thank you for your investment of time in these books. It means the world to me. As does meeting you and having you tell me how much you’re enjoying them too. I’m having a great time and I’m happy to share it. Thank you!

A. W. Powers
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