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‘These things we do, that others may live.’

Motto 

U.S. Air Force Pararescue

––––––––
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‘Civility is a facade. Savagery is the default setting of humans.’

Mr. Quinlan 

The Strain

‘It is difficult to fight against anger; for a man will buy revenge with his soul.’

Heraclitus 

Greek Philosopher

June 

18

“SHOTS FIRED AT THE Hillside Motel in Burnside.” The voice of a male dispatcher broke the silence in Luke Webb’s State Police Interceptor. Luke sat in the green SUV watching tourists drive north along Route 100 toward the ski town of Stowe. The snow was still months away but, the town drew visitors throughout the year. They were quiet for the most part but, they liked to get where they were going faster than the posted speed limit. This is where Luke and his blue lights came in. He didn’t find any excitement in this aspect of the job although he did appreciate the importance of it. He handed out warnings when possible and tickets when they could not be avoided. Some Troopers went out of their way to catch speeders. They would hide behind buildings and in the trees so it would be too late when they were seen. Luke on the other hand tried to act as a deterrent by staying visible. 

The SUV was equipped with forward and rear facing radar that he set to blast an alarm at him if a target vehicle was traveling faster than six miles per hour over the limit. This happened twice in the three hours he had been on duty. Shifts like this afforded him a lot of down time. Some Troopers used the time to scroll through social media or read magazines, or sleep. Webb chose to study. He was a compulsive student. A Commercial Pilot manual lay atop his laptop and a notebook rested on his right leg. He took pride in the fact that he was always learning something new and potentially useful. After two years on the force upon returning home from active duty with the Air Force he thought this job might not be what he wanted to do until retirement. He alternated between the book and his notebook with only another three roll outs before one a.m. 

“All units. Hillside Motel 33 Waycross Road Burnside. Shots fired in the vicinity of room twelve.” The male dispatcher came over the radio. 

“Son of a bitch.” Webb said. Shots fired calls in Vermont are seldom less than a fatal shooting, he thought. “Car 8 Stowe, Webb. I’ll be enroute to that position.”

“10-4. Victim is an adult male. Ambulance is on the way.”

The Hillside Motel was one of the oldest motels in the state. It had come along at a time when Burnside was doing a boom business with granite. The Hillside had always housed transients. Back in the 40’s and 50’s those people had been workers coming in for the season. Now, they were the people who could not afford apartments and whose lifestyle did not allow them to stay long in one place. Webb had assisted too many calls to count alongside the two Burnside police officers on night duty. Most of them at The Hillside. This was the first shooting. 

The Hillside was on a pitched hill a mile outside downtown Burnside. Its sign, a white metal affair, was missing several letters and more than half of the lightbulbs. Rusty posts held lamps on both sides of a steep driveway with broken pavement. Webb’s heart sank when he pulled up to see his brother’s truck parked in front of the beige flat roofed building that should have been torn down years ago. What the hell is he doing here? 

Allen Webb was an attorney who, like Luke, lived in Stowe. There was nothing in Allen’s lifestyle that should have had him in Burnside after midnight. Especially not at the Hillside Motel. Luke hoped that he would not see him while on this call and would be able to talk to him about it later. It became apparent that such would not be the case as soon as he started to get out of his cruiser next to one of the Burnside PD cars. They were all parked in front of room 12. Allen lay slumped on his right side in the open door of the room. Blood pooled under him from the carpet of the room out into the night. Two EMTs were hard at work. The two locals were wrestling with a skinny and dirty shirtless man. Allen’s young daughter Christina was kneeling over her father holding his head and screaming. Webb shook when he looked at all of it. For a moment he could feel himself back in Afghanistan high in the mountains hearing the sounds of fighting in the villages. 

“Stop resisting.” One of the locals yelled. It pulled Webb back to reality.

“I’m going to tell you one time get on the ground and then I'll help you get there.” Webb told him. 

“Anytime.” The man laughed as he shrugged off one officer and punched the other on the left side of his head, trying hard for a knockout. Webb’s reaction came like a lightning strike. His right arm came in under the man's right arm and the left came over his shoulder so that his hands were locked at the man's neck. With the arm locked, Webb turned his heels and spun hard. The man flew through the air and landed hard on his face with a dislocated arm. His cuffs were on in an instant. 

“Is he the shooter?” Webb asked.

“I don’t know.”

“Get him in the car.”

“We need to go.” An EMT yelled as they were trying to load Allen on a stretcher. 

“You come with me.” Webb told Christina. “Secure this scene.” He told the second local. He took a quick look at the room, seeing a pair of handguns among loose drug bags, clothing, and take-out food bags. “Start taking pictures. That’s my brother in the ambulance. I can’t assist any further. This is his daughter. I’m going to bring her to the hospital and contact her mother.”

“The chief is on the way. I’ll have him come talk with you okay Luke?”

Allen Webb died in surgery at three thirty in the morning. His wife Maggie and Luke drank coffee and watched over Christina, who lay passed out in a private waiting room. Webb had seen his niece’s gaunt face and the track marks on her young arms when they’d walked into the lights of the hospital but chose not to say anything about it while his brother was fighting for his life. Now, in the waiting room he could only look at her sleeping and close his eyes in the overwhelming sorrow that washed over him. When the Doctor entered the room Webb knew it was not to bring good news. He had seen wounds like Allen’s before and knew that not many people lived through them. Still, nothing had prepared him for this. He had had men die next to him and several in his arms. But he had never had to tell a loved one and had never been there when they were notified. He had always had the luxury of seeing them months later after they had begun the process of healing. If they really could heal.

“No.” Maggie screamed and collapsed knowing in the tortured look on the exhausted doctor's face that her high school sweetheart was gone. “Go back and try something else.”

“Mag” Luke said and curled his arms around her. The girl still lay sleeping on the sofa. Her mother stared hard at the doctor and then at her daughter. This was going to be hell, Luke thought. He knew that Maggie was blaming her daughter. Judging by the evidence of her drug use, he could see where this was leading. These two women were going to have a strained relationship if something didn’t start happening for them soon.

“Doc, we need a counselor and I need you to run a tox-screen on her.”

“I need parental consent.”

“I’m her mother. I’ll sign. Can I see my husband?”

“Of course.”

“Luke, wake her up and bring her to see her father.”

June

20

Luke sat on his back porch with a cup of coffee in hand staring out at the glasslike water of the pond in his yard. He was thinking about whether or not he felt like mowing the three acres of lawn. His thoughts were disturbed by the crunch of tires on the gravel driveway. He prepared himself for company that he did not want to see. It was part of his duty to meet with them and it was better to get it over now.

The two State Police investigators got out of an unmarked black SUV and strode directly for the house. They, like him, were dressed in khaki pants and a black polo embroidered with the State Police crest over the left breast. He realized that in the future he would have to make an effort to dress differently when he had a day off. This was not a vacation for him, though. He wasn’t sure when one would come.

“We can sit in the living room.” He told them as he looked over the two detectives. The guy, Eric Kemp, he had seen at a few scenes. He was known to be thorough and loyal to his fellow officers. The woman he had only met twice at the troop house. She was an import to Vermont from New York and a graduate of Norwich University who had fallen in love with the State and decided to stay. She was a young, tough, and wise black woman. The detective role was new for her. She was carving herself a niche in a boy’s club and doing it without a chip on her shoulder. That was not easy to do. He had to respect that.

“Thank you.” They both said. 

“Can I get you a drink?”

“No. Thank you.”

“So, you responded to a call at the Hillside Motel in Burnside.” Kemp began.

“That's correct.”

“Did you notice anything upon arrival at the scene.”

“I answered an all-available call for shots fired.  When I arrived on scene, I saw my brother’s truck. A moment later I saw him lying on his side in the doorway to a room. His daughter, Christina, was at his side and two EMTs were working on him. A suspect was entangled with two locals, and I assisted in his takedown.”

“You say the victim was your brother. What is his name?” Detective Trish Clark asked.

“Allen Webb.”

“Are you close with his wife and daughter?” Kemp asked.

“Very.”

“Do you know what would have brought your brother and his daughter to The Hillside?” Clark asked.

“I’m only able to give you my thoughts. I don’t know for certain.”

“Okay.” Kemp said. 

“I think that Christina found herself traveling with a bad element and judging by the track marks I saw on her arms at the hospital, she is using heroin. Her father went after her and tried to bring her home. When he found her at the motel he was shot and killed.”

“That night you told one of the Burnside officers to secure the scene and alerted him to your knowledge of Mister Webb. Were you aware that one of the three firearms found at the scene was Allen’s?” Clark asked.

“No.” He shook his head. “I imagine that if I had a daughter in that situation, I would bring a gun too. Wait, you said three guns. I saw two on the floor.”

“Allen had a pistol that he landed on when he fell.”

“Two shooters?” Webb asked.

“Possibly.”

“How many people were in that room?” He asked.

“I’m not trying to be an asshole. So please don’t take it that way. You handled everything at the scene in a completely professional manner. You are a phenomenal trooper. Please do not involve yourself in this case.” Kemp said. 

“You haven’t found a shooter yet have you?”

“We don’t think so.” Clark said. Kemp tried to give her a look. But it was too late.

“We’re following leads.”

“What can I do for you guys?” Webb asked. He was starting to get frustrated with this. He had a hundred questions that these two were not going to answer.   

“Are you taking flight lessons?” Clark asked and pointed to the manuals on the coffee table.

“I’m a private pilot and a certified air traffic controller. I’m working on my commercial ratings.”

“You were Army. Where was that Afghanistan?” Kemp asked. Webb did his best not to get pissed with the detective but knew the tactics of offsetting the person being questioned. He knew that Detectives Kemp and Clark knew everything there was to know in Lucas Webb’s file. That would include his military service.

“No. Air Force. I’m a Combat Controller and yes most of those are from Afghanistan.”

“You were there for a long time. You're still a reservist?”

“A few more years.”

“Solid career.” Kemp said.

“Why commercial pilot?” Clark asked.

“It might afford me the ability to fly for the State.”

“Have you ever considered being a detective?”

“I’ve been thinking about it.”

“The exam is open in another few months. I’d love to have you out there with us.” Kemp smiled. “I think that’s it.”

“That’s a great looking pistol.” Clark spoke up as they were leaving the living room and she looked at a black pistol mounted inside a shadowbox on the wall among a display of medals and photographs.

“That was a gift when I left my unit. It’s a custom Cabot 1911.”

“45 ACP?” Kemp asked.

“Yes.”

“Great piece. Have you ever fired it?”

“Some. I don’t own anything that I don’t use.”

After the detectives left, Webb sat in his chair looking back toward the front door. He stared at the photographs of a younger and bearded version of himself in the Afghan highlands where he had worked with Special Operations teams to hunt down bad people. He wondered how it was that they were asked to do that half a world away from home, but little effort was being put forward to do the same here. He stared at the pistol in its glass case and rubbed his forehead as he thought about never seeing his brother again.

“You okay babe?” A female voice called from behind him and across the house.

“I don’t know Jessica.” He turned to see the tall athletic woman with her happy pink hair coming from the bedroom. Judging by the fact that his watch read noon she had been awoken by the detectives and was just now making an appearance to allow her husband some privacy. “How was the hospital?”

“Rough. A lot of car accidents.”

“I bet.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing and that's not a good thing.”

“What do you mean?” She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat across from him.

“I think Christina ran away the other night to be with a dealer who was going to play with a pretty young girl and Allen got himself killed trying to get her home. Whoever killed him got away and I really don’t think they’re going to look very hard.”

“By they, you mean the detectives?”

“Yeah.”

“Did they come here to warn you to stay off the case?”

“I think that was the point.”

“A professional courtesy?” She frowned.

“Maybe. Maybe it was a warning that they thought this shooter was a major piece to a larger case and they don’t want anything that’ll screw up a conviction.”

“For that to happen you have to stay away?”

“Yes.”

“How long do you have off?”

“Two weeks. I’ll go back after Allen’s funeral.”

“What are you going to do?”

“What do you mean?”

“For two weeks. What are you going to do?”

“I have some open slots for class time. I’ll do that and maybe take a ride or something. It’s not exactly feeling like a vacation.”

“I can take a few days off and we can just get away. We could go out to Bar Harbor.”

“That’s not a bad idea.”

Webb sat in his Audi S7 outside of the Allen’s house trying to wrap his mind around the fact that his brother was gone. He had to think about what Maggie was going through. Her best friend and husband was gone, and her daughter was going through two separate hells simultaneously. He knew that the detectives had already made their visit here. They would likely be back at some point. It wouldn’t be today. He wondered how he was going to handle this. The here and now. This was the widow of his brother. A man who had been his best friend, big brother, rival, and confidant was just gone. This woman that he had known almost as long was in pain inside that house and he was at a loss for words. He had nothing to balance it with. He had nothing to comfort her with.  Just be there, he had heard someone say this to a fellow soldier when asked about visiting a family of a young soldier.

Looking at the white farmhouse and red barn Webb wanted to cry. He wanted to bash on the steering wheel and curl up and sob until he was dry. How could a place so peaceful and picturesque be the home to this much pain? How did a pretty sixteen-year-old girl in a tiny little town in the mountains get wrapped up in hardcore narcotics? Would this mother and this child know a semblance of normality ever again? How the fuck did they move on from this? How would he?

“You’ve never knocked on this door before Luke. Don’t start now.” Maggie said as she pulled the door open before he could get his knuckles onto the stained wood. While he had sat behind that wheel talking himself into coming inside, she had stood by the door waiting for him. 

In the day since her husband died Maggie did not look like she had slept much or gone many hours without crying. She had changed her clothes and she had cleaned her house. She had probably cleaned too much in an effort to stay sane. He knew because it had been much the same for him. She hugged him hard when the door closed.

“I wasn’t sure if your parents were here or not.”

“They’re with Christina. The doctor wants her to stay at the hospital for a few days.”

“How is she?”

“Rough. We haven’t spoken much.”

“This isn’t her fault.”

“The fuck it isn’t.” She snapped. He had heard her swear five times in thirty years and was still surprised by how it sounded coming from a short and sweet farm girl. “He never would have been there if it wasn’t for her. Now I have to bury him, and I have to help her, and I have to never let her know how I feel right now.”

“Does she need a detox?”

“Apparently this thing is only a few weeks old. She might need to go into a rehab after the funeral. I just don’t know.”

“She’s only been using for a few weeks?”

“Since she came back from cheer camp, she’s been acting strange. About two weeks. I thought it was a boy and then maybe weed. She had been gone for about four days when her friend Alli called Allen to come get her. She thought Christina was in trouble.”

“Have you talked to a pair of detectives?”

“Kemp and Clark. Do you know them?”

“A little.”

“Are they good at finding people?”

“Kemp is one of our better detectives. Clark is pretty new but she’s sharp. Burnside is a small town, so somebody has to lead them back to this guy.”

“I wasn’t raised to be vengeful Luke but, I look at what they did to my baby girl and what they did to my husband, and I want blood.”

“You aren’t alone in that.”

“I know that you are a cop, and I shouldn't be saying stuff like this to you. I’m just so angry.”

“I’ll never repeat it.” She had every right to feel the way she did. He wasn’t even sure how he felt right now and wasn’t about to place judgement on her. Dwelling on these kinds of things was not going to do well for her mental health and he needed to redirect her. “Have you eaten?” 

“Sorry, I wasn’t even thinking. Do you want coffee? And yes, I ate.”

“Don’t worry. I’m kind of coffee’d out for the moment. Is there anything I can help you with?”

She led him into the living room with its blanket-covered leather sofas and soft lighting. A game show played on the tv in silence, and they heard little more than their own breathing and the chirps of birds fluttering outside. Life carried on. Luke sat down across a dented maple coffee table and leaned his elbows on his knees as he waited for Maggie to gather herself enough to talk. He looked down at the brochures for rehabilitation programs. Underneath them he could see the upper corner of a brochure for Gould Funeral Home. It must be absolute torture for her to look from one of them to the next.

“I think I need you to do two things.” She curled her feet up on the sofa and wrapped both hands around her coffee mug before looking up at him with tears welling in her eyes.

“Name it Mags.”

“I need you to take Allen’s guns out of the house, so I don’t use them.”

“Okay, I can do that.” He said after she had been silent and pushing her tongue against the inside of her mouth in thought for too long. “What else you got?”

“I was trying to see if I could make it okay, and I can’t. Can you please take Allen’s suit to the Funeral home, and can you pick out a casket for him? That’s too much. I’m sorry, I’ll have my dad take me.”

“No Mags. I’d be honored.”

“The last time you said that was when you accepted to be his best man.”

“Then I’m still fulfilling my promise.”

“He could not have asked for a better bother.”

“Me neither.”

Allen’s guns were kept in a small room that some might call a ‘man cave’. It was really just a wood-paneled room in the basement where he kept hunting gear and occasionally reloaded his own ammunition. Allen had not owned a lot of guns, even by country living standards, but what he owned was of exquisite quality. There was a glass-faced gun cabinet. Webb took everything out and placed them in attendant cloth cases. A Remington 870 riot gun and a Weatherby Over and Under made up the shotguns, a custom-built AR-15 with a 20 inch target barrel sat with a shorter collapsible stock model looking a lot like the MK18 carbines used by Special Operations. This was the style of rifle purported to have been used to kill Osama bin Laden. He had two of the ubiquitous Ruger 10/22 semi-auto rifles that he shot small game and taught Christina with. There was a stainless-steel Marlin 45-70 lever action and a green bolt action chambered in 308 Winchester with a fat scope mounted atop its action. Luke had put three rounds through the same hole with this rifle at 100 yards. In his words it was a ‘tack driver’. The pistols were a pair of Sig Sauer 226’s that were meant to be carry guns for Allen and Maggie. Alongside these was a large black revolver with a scope. A Smith and Wesson 629 Stealth Hunter. This was an extremely accurate 44 Magnum built for hunting. As far as he knew this meant that Allen had taken a Glock 20 10mm pistol with him to Burnside with the full intention of killing whoever he had to fight.  

All of the guns fit into the Audi, but he had no hope of getting all of the ammunition today. He wasn’t even sure that this was a permanent thing for Maggie. She might want to keep her husband's things after his killer was caught and put away. When he was finished with the guns he went into the bedroom. It was obvious that Maggie had not slept here since losing her husband. His pajamas were still on his side of the bed where he had left them after getting Alli’s call. 

Webb closed his eyes and took a sharp breath through his nose trying not to lose it. He clenched his jaw and fists several times before he was able to look into the closet to pick out a suit and shoes for his brother to wear forever. There was a blue pinstripe suit and a pair of polished black shoes he knew that the attorney had dreamt of owning for a year before his wife had bought it for him. He would not have bought it himself. The thought of the love these two had shared for so long overwhelmed him. It choked him and made the sobs he wanted to let out in the car come to him now. He finally gave in to it and sat on the bed with one hand holding the suit and the other on the pajamas and allowed himself to cry as his mind played a movie reel of their lives. 
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Gould’s Funeral Home was a mile north of Burnside. It was a large white mansion that had been converted to a funeral parlor sometime in the early 1900’s. The Gould family had long been fixtures in both Stowe and Burnside and despite their morbid vocation were well-known and respected. Allen had been school friends with the present manager, Gerald, who was taking over for his parents. The grey-haired man met Luke at the front doors and led him into his office. Gerald Gould, an All-American Football star, looked a bit out of place now in the confines of a somber home and a black suit. It didn’t seem to bother him though, and he still acted as if he was running for mayor. He was quick with a handshake and a smile.

“Good Afternoon, Luke. I’m truly sorry about Allen. This town lost a great man.”

“Thank you.” 

“We are capable of waiting as long as Maggie needs to.”

“I think we need to do this sooner rather than later.” Webb said and indicated that he had the suit with him for Allen.

“She hasn’t chosen a casket for him.”

“I’m here to do that too.”

“Alright. Did you have something in mind?” 

“Something wood. Maybe white inside. They do have a plot, correct?”

“Yes. That part is all set. How many cars do you think?” Gould scratched notes onto a pad on his desk.

“The hearse, a flower car and three limos. I’ll work on the escort.”

“Okay. I have a casket if you want to take a look at it.”

“No. Can I see Allen?”

“Of course.”

Allen looked better in the cold work room than he had in the hospital. For one, he had been cleaned up. Even when the doctors and nurses at the hospital had tried to make him presentable it was obvious that there had been an invasive surgery conducted. Now, he was clean and stitched and at rest. There was no more violence or concern or pain or joy for Allen. He was just gone. Luke wasn’t sure how he would come to terms with that thought. He was only sure that he had to. Looking at the makeup on a face that he knew was dead made him cringe inside. It was a lie. He did not want to look at a purple face that had once been full of life but, it was hard to accept the lie. He wasn't sure why he did it, he already knew how and why Allen had died but, he pulled the white sheet down his down chest to expose the stitches of two holes in his chest. One of those bullets had nicked his heart. The holes aren't big, he thought. They never really were all that big. He had seen too many of them to be surprised any longer.

“Which one of these struck the heart?” 

“The bottom one.” Gerald pointed and frowned. He was pointing at the smaller of the two holes. It was about the size of Webb's pinky tip inside of a large, bruised area.

Luke pulled the sheet back up.

“This is my credit card. You can check it now if you need to. Maggie doesn’t get a bill.”

“Okay.”

Webb drove to Burnside. There were tears in his eyes when he looked up at The Hillside Motel and they stayed there as he drove through the industrial town and its decaying buildings. The town was dead, and nobody seemed to have realized it yet. They all continued on because they didn’t know what else to do. Most of the companies that had once outfitted the stone cutters had long ago shuttered their doors and left. Rusted and sagging buildings alongside rusted tools and cars lined the road into a town of dilapidated apartment buildings. The activity of life was in the downtown area eight blocks long, with an abundance of three story brick buildings offering food, sporting goods and a pair of banks. Nobody worked in Burnside anymore and even though people were here, few of them could really say that they lived here. The police and fire departments shared the newest brick building in town.

He pulled into the lot and watched a pair of men curled against a wall in a playground. They stared back. Neither man looked to be more than twenty and neither had bathed in days. For the first time since he had bought the Audi, he hit the lock and set the alarm. He couldn’t believe that he felt the need to lock his car in Vermont and was more stunned that he felt the need to do so at a police station. Frowning, he looked at his watch to see three o'clock in the afternoon. At three o’clock two men quite capable of working were strung out and getting ready to sleep in a park. How were they able to get high? Why were they in Burnside? It didn’t make sense that two out of work young men could afford a hardcore drug in a rundown middle of nowhere town. Whatever the answer was had to have something to do with Allen’s death.

“Trooper Webb. How can we help you today.” A tall grey haired man asked as he entered the vestibule.

“Chief Dickson. Good afternoon. The other night at The Hillside we used a set of my cuffs to take a perp in. I was hoping that I could get those back.”

“I’m sorry about your brother Luke.” 

“I appreciate that Chief.”

“You sure you made the trip just for cuffs?” 

“I was at Gould Funeral Home, and it wasn’t that much farther.”

“I have your cuffs. They’re in my office. Take a walk with me.”

Webb followed the man past a pair of dispatchers and a uniformed officer typing at a desk. He had seen the officer a handful of times and gave a nod as they met gazes. She didn’t look happy to be sitting in the office. He couldn’t blame her. She must be near the end of her shift and paperwork was by far one of the worst tasks for an officer. They stepped into an office that was far smaller than what Webb would have expected for a chief.

“Close the door if you don’t mind. I have to open my safe to get your cuffs and I wouldn't want anyone looking at my combo again.” He said it with a grin on his face and made a show of pointing at an open manilla folder on his desk. 

‘Confidential Informant’ written in red letters all but screamed on the left side of the jacket. Under this was a sheet of paper with the file of Randall Beals. The opposite side of the jacket displayed a color photograph of the man Webb had cuffed at The Hillside Motel. Without drawing attention, he read as much of the file as he could. Beals had a long rap sheet for a twenty-two year old man. Most of it was theft and drug charges until a recent large drug charge and assault on a police officer. This charge was likely what turned Randall into an informant. The way Webb saw it there was a lot of time hanging over the man's head. Now, in theory, detectives were using him to catch the larger fish. 

“You understand Trooper.” The chief stood up from his safe, took a look down at the file and twirled the handcuffs on one of his fingers. “That we are in the relatively early days of an epidemic here in Vermont.”

“How so?”

“Heavy Narcotics. Opioids, Meth, Heroine and Fentanyl. It’s new to us. It’s like wildfire and we are about thirty years behind the eight ball in policing it. Heroin coming down out of Toronto and up from Boston, Springfield, and Albany. They all seem to pull into little towns like this to make their first cuts and they string people out and find new pushers and mules. That’s what I think your brother ran into.”

“Chief, the collar we took down. Was he of any help?”

“No. I think you have an out of town player and this guy is scared of them.”

“He won’t roll even with the threat of charges?”

“I don’t think the D.A. is going to charge him.”

“What about death resulting?”

“The D.A. will say that because your brother’s death was not a result of drug usage on his part that this young man is just a bystander. If they hit him for this, they will never get another thing out of him.”

“He’s on the street?”

“State took him and dropped off in Burlington last night.”

“You don’t think we’ll find the shooter, do you?”

“I don’t. This character left town. Somebody will replace him in a week.”

“How do you know?”

“I spent twenty years as a detective in Boston. It’s the same M.O. no matter where they go. The area is good for business, they won’t leave. You keep seeing vehicles that just don’t belong in a small quarry town. People that just don’t fit. I’m talking the way they carry themselves, not color. Some people just don’t fit. They're pretty brazen too. You get hits out on the highway where some college kid, usually a girl, gets pulled over for something stupid and she has a thousand bags of heroin on her. How many others got through that night? Whoever this shooter is has already been replaced and they’re somewhere else working already.”

“You said, him. A male shooter. Then you said them.”

“I’ve known your mom and dad since I got here.” The older man sighed and ran his palms over his face. “I have every intention of retiring from here without issue, with that being said I’m not going to tell you that there were two male shooters leaving the motel in a blue Mercedes. After I don’t tell you that, I’m not going to tell you that you should open a video that gets emailed to you later this evening. After that I’m not going to be able to comment any further on a case that neither you nor I are privy too.”

“I catch your drift. Thank you.”

“Put this to bed and move on with your life trooper. Again, my condolences.”

Webb accepted his handcuffs and shook the man's hand. He looked again at the photograph of Randall Beals and left. In the parking lot he sat watching a gathering of junkies form in the playground. He wondered how long it would be before Beals would return to Burnside and if any of these people knew him. He had something to do with that motel room and Webb couldn’t help but wonder what that was. Driving through town he mentally cataloged the cars and pick-up trucks that he saw. As the Chief had said, it was easy to see what belonged in this town. His own Audi stood out in the crowd of mostly ten-year-old rusted and ill-repaired vehicles in town. If these out of town dealers were driving in Mercedes they absolutely were brazen. Everyone must know who they were and what they were in town for. But, unless something happened, there wasn’t much legally that anyone could do. The motels would continue to rent rooms and people would continue to buy and use drugs. Crime in Burnside was not likely to decrease anytime in the near future. And that was just one town in the state. It really was an epidemic. 

Randall Beals lay on a sofa in a dirty apartment in Burlington. He had not showered in a week, and he didn’t care. He was broke, and hungry and he didn’t care. A man had died next to him a few days ago and nothing else seemed to matter. The cops and the D.A. had busted his balls hard about the whole thing, but they had no way to pin it on him. They all knew him and knew that he wouldn’t shoot anyone. Still, they said he was a killer because he was selling H. ‘How did that make him feel?’ They had asked. It made him feel just like everything else in his fucked-up life made him feel. Like a worthless piece of shit. He lay on the sofa right where he had crashed the night before and right where he was okay with dying. The girl was gone. She had been so pretty and so sweet and so gullible. She had no idea that Randall Beals was all show. He could make huge money hustling and selling drugs, but he could never keep it very long. He had nothing to offer her, but misery and she got a truck load of that.

“You want to burn one.” A girl on the dark and dirty floor asked him. She held up a joint and a lighter. She had probably flunked out of College as a freshman, because his friends had strung her out. 

“No. I need to get a bag.” He said it without thinking. It was the last thing he wanted. He needed it. His body was already starting to break down on him. He could feel himself shaking. “Where’s Lou?”

“Out.” She said.

“Who are you?”

“I’m Casey and this is Sara.” She said pointing at a fat woman on a chair in the corner. It hurt too much to try to get a better view of her. He waved and laid his head back down.

“Lou said to call him when you woke up.”

Randall found his phone in his back pocket and couldn’t turn it on.

“One of you have a charger and a phone I can use?”

“What’s up?” A gruff male voice answered the phone.

“Lou, it's Randy. My phone died. Where are you?”

“I’m almost back. Are you ready to get back to work?”

“I’m sick. I can work later if I can get some help.”

“You didn’t get anything the other night?”

“A couple of broken ribs and a dislocated arm.”

“We’ll talk to Thor then. We’ll get you hooked up.”

“I don’t want to talk to Thor right now.”

“You know you’re gonna have to talk to him. You may as well get it over with. Reach under my bed and there's a kit for you. Get right so we can make you some money.”

“Oh man thank you.”

“You can owe me.” Lou said. “And take a shower.”

“You have a car, Casey?” Randy asked when he handed her phone back.

“Yeah man.”

“You want to make some money?”

“Sure.”

“Don’t get too fucked up then.”

“Where are we going?” Casey asked a few hours later after Randy was cleaned up and feeling better. It was dark and she was obviously uncomfortable about driving north out of Burlington into a dark and rundown industrial park. 

“I have to meet someone. It’s better if you stay in the car.” 

“Are we really going to Albany tonight?”

“Yeah.” He said. “Pull in here.” He pointed at the sign for Highland Cleaning and Surplus, a tall blue steel building with a poorly lit parking lot in a cul-de-sac near the back of the park. Casey pulled her little Honda next to a new pick-up truck and a bulldozer and shut off the engine. 

“Don’t burn me.” She said. The sadness in her eyes ripped at his soul. He liked her. She was too smart and good to be here. She would roll over on him in a second to the cops if they pressed her. He would burn her just as fast. After all, he was a piece of shit.

“I don’t roll like that.” He smiled and lied and walked away.

A tall and bald muscular man met him at the door. The man wore a white dress shirt and grey slacks with polished brown dress shoes. He wore a big black pistol on his left hip and held a pair of cellphones in his right hand. He smiled when he saw the short young man.

“Come tell me what the fuck happened.”

They walked through a dimly lit warehouse full of tools and a pair of exotic cars and a speedboat. Shelves were lined with cleaning chemicals. Long racks of clothing and boxes with shoes lined the walls. For as much stuff as there was here it was orderly. The big man was obsessed about things being clean. A pair of white vans with cleaning service signs were parked next to a bay door at the back of the warehouse. Just beyond them was the door to the man's office. The big man had Randy walk in front of him until they were inside. Once in, he closed and locked the windowless door behind him with a pair of deadbolts. The office was well lit and carpeted with a red oriental rug. The furniture was all hand carved and stained a dark brown. The man sat in a tall black leather chair behind an oversized desk devoid of clutter. The place belonged in an office building near the state house, not in an industrial park. He waved for Randy to take a seat in one of the two smaller chairs in front of him. 

“It went crazy fast. This chick Christina followed me around for a few days and then her father shows up at the same time Wallace and Ton are making the drop. He starts yelling about us raping his daughter and all the drugs and he pulls a gun out. I think they all shot at the same time. They grabbed their backpacks and were gone.”

“Why didn’t you run?”

“I was trying to grab my shit and the girl was freaking out. I was almost out when the first cop got there.”

“You got bounced around pretty good.”

“Yeah. I broke my ribs and dislocated my arm. Fucking state trooper nailed me.”

“You didn’t give any names?”

“No. I said they crashed my room.”

“How much did you lose?”

“The buy money is in my spot behind the motel. The pigs took a hundred bags and about seven hundred bucks.”

“How much of that was mine?” 

“All of the bags and six hundred Thor. I can work it off, I just need to get started again.” Thor already knew what was his. There was no sense in lying to him. Now he was at the mercy of this man to stay alive, stay making money and stay being able to get high. 

“I got the buy money from behind the motel. You're good that way. So, you’re in the red about fourteen hundred. You got wheels?”

“Yeah. A college chick.”

“The car is clean?”

“Everything is legit. Lights work, the whole deal. She’ll stay straight the whole time.”

“I’m going to make everything right with Gabrielle. It’s just business. You are going down to get what we were getting Tuesday and more.” The big man sat back against his chair and pulled a large cigar out of his desk, twisting it back and forth in his fingers before placing it in his mouth to taste it.  “That means you’re taking the buy money from the other night and more. I’ll front you two hundred for the down and back. Don’t take any big breaks. The trip is worth two g’s to me. So, I owe you four hundred. We’ll take care of you and get you back making money.”

“Can I get a burner?”

“You just got pulled in. You slid by on this. If you get nailed with a gun you’re going away. Do you really want that kind of hit?”

“No but, I don't want to be in a jam like the other night either.”

“Say you have to shoot, what then?”

“I shoot everyone in the room and then I run, and I dump the piece somewhere, not leave it behind like Wallace and Ton.”

“They were gloved up though, right?”

“Maybe. I can’t remember.”

“I bet they were. And they run with a lot more than pistols. You don’t get to operate the way they do. You can’t do your thing in gloves. If you use a piece, you better not leave it behind and you better make sure that the dude is dead before you move. That guy lived for a few hours I heard. It's a miracle he didn’t wake up. Don’t take that chance.”

“So, I can get one?”

“Guns aren’t cheap when they’re legit, they definitely aren’t when they're on our market. I have guns.” The cigar twisted again. “You want to look?”

“Please.”

A panel behind the office was pulled away and allowed them into a six-foot-deep false wall along the back of the warehouse. The wall was lined with guns, car stereos and jewelry. Randall tried not to look around too much. He knew that if Thor saw him taking mental stock of things, he would get mad and right now he did not want the big man mad at him. He knew he wasn’t the most trusted person in Thor’s life, if the man did trust anyone at all. Gabrielle and her crew were another story altogether. He wasn’t sure that there wouldn’t be trouble with Wallace and Ton if they were still around. He didn’t need the added stress of having an angry boss.

Thor pulled open a drawer with six handguns inside. Three were black semi-automatics and three were small revolvers. He looked back at Randall who looked down at all of them and picked one out mentally that he hoped the man would let him take. He was a felon, and this was the only way he could see that he would get his hands on a gun. The next part was going to be painful to accept. One more shitty mark burnt onto his already trashed soul, he thought. There was no way that Thor wanted him to leave this building with the street guy holding a debt over the boss's head. The gun was going to cost more than what he was owed, and he had to wonder how much more that would be. Thor would make him clear that debt before he left. He needed the gun, and he was going to have to do whatever it took to get it. It was business. It had to be that simple to him.

“Do you see what you want?”

“The Cop Glock.”

“It's a 19, 9 mil. 15 rounds in the magazine. Two magazines and a box of ammo. I’ll do eight for it.”

“So, I owe you four?”

The cigar went back into his mouth. He tossed the gun and magazines into a small canvas bag with a box of ammunition and closed the drawer. He turned to Randall and gave him a smile that turned his hungry stomach upside down. Here it comes, Randall thought. At least the man wasn’t drunk this time. How much longer could he take this life?

“Tell you what. There are some skirts out in the warehouse. Go try one on and meet me in my office. That’ll square us up. Deal?”

“Deal.” Randall answered faster than he wanted to but as fast as he knew that he needed to so that he could stay right with Thor.

––––––––
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IT WAS STILL DARK WHEN Luke woke up. His body was still tuned to the night shift, but he had exhausted himself by running around all day. He was going to have to spend a few days getting back on schedule again before returning to duty. The phone rang. He took a sip of room temperature coffee before sitting up on the sofa and picking the phone up from atop his flight manual. 

“Hi baby.” He answered.

“I thought you might be awake. I’m sorry if I woke you.”

“It's okay. I really should be awake but with everything that needs to be done during the day I have to burn the candle on both ends, I guess. How’s the hospital?”

“It’s quiet tonight. Have you thought anymore about going away for a few days?”  She didn’t seem like she was asking. He didn’t want to leave the sofa and couldn’t think of anywhere that he wanted to go away to. She was probably right though. He needed to get away. Everything that he could do had already been done.

“I have a lesson and some airtime tomorrow, but we can get away any time after that. Do you want to take the Blazer out?”

“Yeah. That’ll be awesome. I’ll take my time off then.”

“Excellent.”

“Are you doing okay Luke?”

“So so.” He lied.

“I love you. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“I love you too.”

After he hung up, he made fresh coffee and attempted to continue studying. He read a few lines and looked at his phone. There was an email that read Allen. The idea that there was little to be gained in Allen’s case was more than irritating. If there was nowhere to go with it, why should he watch this video and just get angrier? What was going to come of it? There was nothing that he could do with it. If he saw something in it, he couldn’t talk to anyone about it without causing himself problems and they would still be no closer to justice for Allen. He tried to return to the book.

The email had come from an anonymous source just like the chief had said it would. It contained a black and white video and began with Allen’s truck pulling in front of room 12 at the Hillside Motel. Next to it was a dark Mercedes. Luke had seen the model before. It was a few years old and fairly common as Mercedes cars went. He could clearly read an Ohio license plate. Pausing the video, he grabbed his pen and a notepad and began scribbling with the plate number first. How did Allen know exactly where to go? There were twenty rooms to choose from and he knew where he was going. That was odd. Whoever called Allen knew where Christina was. How?

The video started again. Allen climbed out of the truck and took a look in all directions before pulling his pistol from its holster. He strode the few feet to the door and banged hard with his left hand. The right hand held the pistol close to his side. The split video only showed the back and right side of Allen. The other two screens showed the driveway and another angle down the wall of the motel from rooms 8 down to 1 and into the trees. The kid he had cuffed answered the door with Christina clearly visible sitting on the side of a bed to the left of the door. The kid jumped back as soon as he saw Allen and the gun. Allen reached for Christina with a few words exchanged and then two men appeared in the back of the room. They were mostly shadows and dressed in black t-shirts and jeans. Both were light skinned, he wrote. The guns came into play fast. Barely ten seconds had passed from the time the door opened. Allen seemed to react first. He fired quick. There were two puffs on Allen’s body and several more in the wall and door frame around him. Webb realized that his brother had been perfectly silhouetted by light in the doorframe while he had to find and engage targets within a dim room. He stopped the video and put his hand over his mouth while he sighed and thought. Allen wasn't a warrior; he was a lawyer. A warrior or a trained and practiced police officer would have stayed out of that doorway believing that bullets might come back through it. Allen had been operating on anger, adrenaline, and the parental need to make his child safe. There was no thinking in moments like what he had walked into. It was miraculous that Christina and Beals hadn’t been hit.

The video began again. Allen slumped to the ground. The two shadows ran over him. One actually stepping on him. They both carried large backpacks and they both threw their guns back into the room before saying something to Beals and running for the car. One, taller and lighter skinned, held onto something hard under his shirt and rocked back and forth. The other, a man with a thin Fu Manchu style mustache was holding a gloved hand over his right shoulder. There was blood on the light blue glove. Once at the car they each picked up a small rifle from near the floor, tossed the bags in the back and sped away from the motel. Again, he paused the video and wrote in the notebook.

Five minutes passed with Christina kneeling over her father and people poking their heads out of doors only to turn away. Beals stood in the doorway looking back and forth but was mostly frozen until lights pulsed on the video and police cruisers pulled into the lot. At that point he began walking away. One officer approached him, and their confrontation began. Jessica waved down the other officer and he responded. There was an exchange by the officer over a radio mic held on his left collar and an ambulance rolled up the hill within a minute of his arrival. Webb’s State Police cruiser came into view on the screen, and he watched himself in the takedown and response to the EMT’s. It dawned on him that in those moments his brother was still alive. 

He looked over his notes. There were more question marks than facts. One of those questions was why the hell nobody had really put any pressure on this kid Beals. The other was how Allen knew exactly where Jessica was. Jessica had told her friend what room they were in, he decided. Was she inviting her or asking her to come get her? He needed to talk to Jessica, and he definitely wanted to talk to Beals. How could that happen? Should that happen? 

Luke played the video again. He stopped several times again and played back several sections. He had it down that Allen had fired three rounds out of his pistol. Judging by the blood on one perp and the other massaging his chest under what Webb decided was a bulletproof vest, Allen had scored two hits. Even wearing a vest, the 10mm round must have broken something. The other guy was going to need some manner of surgery. They were professional in the fact that they wore gloves. There would be no fingerprints.

Webb paused again as the men poured out of the room and turned to throw their guns back inside. The taller man had a tattoo on the inside of his right forearm. Luke tried to expand the screen and got nowhere. He did manage to take a screenshot of it and send it to his computer. Putting the screen shot into a photography program he was able to expand it until it became a blur. He worked his way down in size until he was looking at a black upside down cross and the letters EWMN in an old English text. Evil, Wicked, Mean and Nasty. He hadn’t heard that in a long time. He rubbed his eyes and printed it out. All of his notes were tucked into his flight manual, and he went outside to sit in the quiet summer night.
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Chapter 

Three
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Albany

New York

Randall Beals pulled Casey’s little Honda off of the highway just north of Albany and followed signs for the airport. Passing a shopping mall and lines of fast food restaurants he found the darkened streets of small neighborhoods until he stopped in the driveway of a grey cape with a pair of BMW’s parked outside. One light was visible behind a curtain in a big window in the front of the house. The rest of the block was dark and quiet at midnight. He nudged the girl as he pulled to a stop behind the cars.

Wallace answered the door and waved them in. Wallace was afoot taller than him and at least forty pounds heavier and built like a tank. The guy was tough as hell, Beals thought. He had seen him get shot and now just days later he was walking around like nothing had happened. The man always looked mad. It was probably all of the prison time he had done, Beals thought. Wallace pointed them to the living room and a pair of black leather sofas. Ton lay back on one with his arm in a sling and a thin brunette woman in a black business suit sat on the other. Several backpacks lay on the floor next to the sofas and at the walls. A pair of pistols lay on the coffee table and half a dozen rifles leaned against the walls of the living room. These were not hunting rifles at a camp in the woods, but black magazine fed weapons. If they weren’t machine-guns, they at least looked like it to Beals. These guys were ready to fight at the drop of a hat. They had already proven their willingness to kill. But they weren’t going to kill him. They already would have if that had been their plan. Should he be ready too? He was lucky he hadn’t been shot too. He wanted one of these rifles. He wondered what he was going to have to pay for one. An action movie played on the tv with the volume all the way down. 

“You alright Ton?”

“Yeah. A few stitches and a shit ton of pain killers. What about you?”

“I’m alright.”

“Are you sure?” Wallace asked as he stood a few inches from his face and stared into his eyes. “Because for a smart guy you keep doing dumb shit.”

“I’m good.” Beals stared back.

“Good. Now that that’s established, how about we do some business, and I can get some sleep.” The woman said.

“Thor said we would do two tonight.” Beals said.

“You have the money?”

“Yeah.”

“That dude die?” Ton asked.

“I think so. I didn’t stick around to find out.”

“Who is she?” The woman asked and pointed.

“I’m Casey.” The girl reached her hand out.

The woman looked at her and stood up to take her hand. She stood six feet tall with the high heels. Her eyes were sharp and as hard as Wallace’s. Her smile offset the eyes. She looked the girl over for a second before shaking her hand.
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