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Chapter 1: Snowfall's Silent Secret

The chill of winter had wrapped itself around Tahoe like a shroud. I'd spent the past few months plowing snow for Douglas County, the grind of the job numbing me almost as much as the cold. My only companion in that isolated cabin was Ted, my loyal Labrador. We weren't a glamorous pair, but we made do.

One frigid morning, as I maneuvered my snowplow through the winding mountain roads, I noticed a car, pushed nose-first into a snow bank. It was an odd sight, as if the snowdrifts had swallowed it whole. I killed the engine, stepping out into the biting cold. A gust of wind whipped through my thick coat as I approached the vehicle. As I brushed away the snow and ice from the window, a gruesome sight was revealed.

A stout black woman lay lifeless on the front seat, a bullet hole in her left temple. The shock of it hit me like a sucker punch. I didn’t even need quick look around to tell me that I was far from the urban jungle where I'd encountered this level of violence before.

I reached for my pre-paid phone and called the police. I was told to stay with the car but “Don’t touch anything”. A police detective named Harrison, showed up and checked the scene over. He noted a piece of paper tucked into her bra. It had a name and numbers written on it: "Digger", with a phone number and below that, in pencil was my cell number. The moment was surreal and I couldn't help but wonder how this woman could be in any way connected to he and I.

Soon, the wailing sirens announced the arrival of the ME and the crime scene unit. They swarmed the scene, securing it like straight out of a Hollywood movie. As the ambulance drivers struggled to remove the woman’s lifeless body from the car, I saw her clearly, for the first time and she looked familiar. It was like a punch to the gut.

"Charlene," I muttered under my breath.

Memories of our time on a freighter, plying the Pacific shipping lanes, came rushing back. She'd worked the kitchen, always cracking jokes and keeping our spirits high during those endless shifts. That was about six years ago, but time had done little to dim the memory of her infectious laughter.

I watched as the police detective dug into her purse and then started going through her cell phone. He noticed a string of text messages with a man named Curt – her brother, it turned out. It seemed like she was planning to meet with someone named "Block" in the coming days. The messages had an ominous tone, mentioning something about "bringing it" or facing dire consequences.

Once the cop got that out of her phone, I couldn't help but wonder what Charlene had stumbled into. Had she been in the wrong place at the wrong time, or had she been targeted? And what did "Block" want from her?

Later, talking to Digger, I learned that Charlene had called him just a day before her death. She had sounded desperate and scared, seeking my help. Digger had given her my throw-away cell number. Looking over the detective’s shoulder, I memorized the number from the text messages on Charlene's phone. I decided to call Curt, hoping he could shed some light on her final moments.

Curt's voice on the other end was shaky, but he was willing to talk. It seemed that Charlene had made a grave mistake. She was in a local store, buying some gifts for her daughter’s birthday, when a commotion arose at the counter. Some strong-arm guys were hassling the clerk. In her haste to extricate herself from the situation she had found herself in, she had accidentally picked up a bag full of Block's fentanyl tablets instead of the art supplies she'd bought for her daughter. No bag was found in her car.

Digger and I shared a grim look and the unspoken pact was clear – we were going to do whatever we could to find out who was responsible for Charlene's death and make them pay. Justice, no matter how gritty or streetwise, was coming their way.

This was personal now. And for those who thought they could hide in the frozen shadows of Tahoe, were about to learn that revenge in the snow can be as cold and unforgiving as the winter, itself.

Chapter 2: A Frozen Trail

Digger and I met in the cabin that evening, our breath visible in the frigid air as we huddled around a dimly lit table, the fireplace glow struggling to chase the chill.

"Digger," I said, leaning in, "We need to find this Block and whoever else is involved. Charlene didn't deserve this."

Digger nodded, his eyes hardened with resolve. "You're right. She was a good woman and she trusted us to help her. She asked me about you; wanted to know if you were anywhere that I knew of, that she could contact you. She always leaned on you after you caught that boatswain’s mate pinning her to a bulkhead and you nearly pitched him overboard."

“The prick deserved that and more.” I said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t have thrown him off the fantail. At least I got him arrested, charged and convicted when we hit San Pedro. I hope he did a nice stint, grabbing his ankles for Bubba and his crew in the slammer.”

We decided to start with what little we knew – Charlene's connection with Curt and the fentanyl mix-up. We needed more information about Block, his operation and his motives.

Over the next few days, we worked our contacts, reaching out to old acquaintances from our maritime days. Since leaving the marine service, Charlene had been living just down the street from her brother, Curt, in Carson City, NV. The word on the street was that Block was a ruthless player in the drug trade and crossing him was a surefire way to end up on the wrong end of a gun. But Charlene's memory compelled us forward.

We managed to dig up some leads and my discussion with Curt pointed us to a raunchy bar known as "The Icebox.", on the outskirts of Minden, NV, just over the hill from Tahoe. It was the kind of place where desperate souls gathered and secrets flowed as freely as the cheap booze. We had a hunch that we might find some of Block's associates there.

Walking into The Icebox felt like stepping into so many of the dockside sleaze-palaces we’d seen in ports all over the world, but this time, I had Ted at my side, too. The dimly lit room was filled with the clinking of glasses, the murmur of conversation and the scent of cheap liquor. I could almost taste the tension in the air as we made our way to the bar.
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