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Bank Shots
Chapter 1
Sheriff Fred Ramsey is a bit nervous today, he's been married before, so it's not altogether new to him, but it's still something a man doesn't do every day. If he was sure of what her answer will be, he might be less nervous, but the fact is, he's not sure at all. Today is the special day, he's made arrangements for a special dinner in a fancy Birmingham restaurant, and booked a night in a first class hotel for after the dinner.
At the moment, he's heading to the bank in his personal vehicle, a Chevy pickup truck, to get some money out of the bank. He's got a ring set aside at the local jewelers, now he has to pay for it and pick it up. He's been dating Lisa for a while now, he's decided to ask her to marry him. Whether or not she will, is still an open question because she may not want to be a Sheriff's wife, with him being called out at all hours, and at the risk of running into who knows what, though in this poor county, there aren't a lot of bad dudes to run into, the few local bad dudes still respect the Sheriff, they won't try pulling guns and the like, only the criminals that pass through from time to time pose any real threat.
Fred is wearing his civilian clothes, it's his prerogative whether to wear the uniform or not. He wears one most of the time, but not today. As the duly elected County Sheriff, he's never officially off duty, but unless there's a crisis, he's taking the day for himself.
Lisa is independently wealthy, she doesn't need a husband for financial support. In fact, she's a very independent woman. A former FBI agent, she couldn't be any more independent, but Fred likes that, to a degree. Lisa is becoming a little bit more like the locals, though the big city in her upbringing still shows up often. All man, he can overlook that, she's not only beautiful, but a real tiger in bed, that will make a man overlook a lot of things. The fact she can out fight him is a little disconcerting at times, but he likes that she can take care of herself when he might not be around, as often happens when he gets a call at who knows what time of night.
All in all, she's a hell of a woman, the other problem they'll have to work out is her work, running a pet shop for pets people abandon or leave there for any number of reasons. It was a huge Rottweiler that brought them together when the owner was killed and she had to fetch the dog. She took on that case all by her lonesome for a while, when the Feds told him to leave it alone. She was smart enough to get outside help when she needed it, and she did need help, she defeated nearly an army's worth of men with only two other people on her side. A woman like that, is good to have in your corner, any time. I sure as hell don't want to get on her bad side.
Fred keeps up his ruminations, as he pulls into the bank's parking lot. I'll get the ring and ask, she can say yes, no, or maybe. A straight yes would be best, but I could accept a maybe, given all we'll have to work out. A flat no would break my heart, but if that's the case, better to know it now than to keep on going with a relationship that's not going anywhere besides the bedroom, as great as that is.
Had Fred not been thinking about such things, and had been paying attention to his surroundings as he got out of the truck, he might have known something was wrong, very wrong.
Chapter 2
As Fred walks into the bank, he hears someone scream, a loud shot is fired, debris falls from the ceiling, a masked man waving a cut down semi-auto shot gun hollers out, "Tellers, get the money out, put it on the counter, now, you, Mister Manager, into the vault, start bagging the money. No dye packs, no alarms, or everyone dies." Fred reaches to his side for his duty pistol, a Glock in nine millimeter, formerly belonging to the Feds, cast off when they decided that nines were too small, so they distributed them to small law enforcement agencies. He pulls it out, aims at the shotgun wielding man. As a good peace officer is required to do, he calls out, "Drop the weapon, County Sheriff, I've got you covered." Unfortunately, he hadn't noticed the two other gun wielding perps until too late. One of them fires his shotgun in his direction. The cut down weapon spreads too wide, it doesn't do any serious damage, just pock marks his shirt, since he has a high tech, thin bulletproof vest under it. Fred dives for cover behind the marble podium for filling out deposit slips. He fires a couple of shots to keep the gunmen at bay, but didn't notice that one of the supposed customers cowering behind him isn't a local. This one is armed with a pistol. He fires, the hit takes Fred's wind, but doesn't penetrate the vest. The perp fires four more times fast, he hits Fred in the upper left thigh, the wound starts bleeding profusely immediately.
One of the other robbers hollers out, "Leave him, time's almost up." The perps bag up the cash on the counters. One of them takes the money the manager bagged, his sleeve rides up to reveal a tattoo. As the manager looks at the tattoo, this robber fires a blast at point blank range right into the manager's chest, he falls to the floor, he's still alive, but won't be talking, if he continues to live, which he might not. The four robbers high tail it out the front door. Fred fires a couple of shots as they're leaving, but he's fading fast, all he manages to do is pockmark the glass, the damn puny nine won't shoot through the heavy glass doors. He gets out his cell, dials the office using speed dial, then tells the desk who he is, and where, he blurts out shots fired, then passes out.
Chapter 3
Lisa is in Mary's dress shop, looking for the perfect dress to wear on her date with Fred this evening. Unless she misses her guess, he's going to pop the question tonight. She's great at reading people, she seldom misses her guesses. She put off buying the dress until the last minute, she's not one that likes shopping, or fancy dresses. The fact that she doesn't know how to answer his question made the decision to keep the date tough. She cares for Fred a whole lot, more than any man she's ever dated, but isn't sure she wants to be married, to him or anyone. She's made a nice life for herself here in Norbertville, now that she's adjusted to small town life. She half wishes things could stay like they are, a good man to be with when she wants one, but not living together full time. He is great in bed, that's a big plus in her book, but no man is good enough in that department to make her want to change her life that much. She made a big change when her Aunt Sarah left her a large trust fund and the pet shop, she gave up being an FBI agent, and big city life. Another big change in her life doesn't seem too appealing right now. However, if Fred can understand that, and move in with her instead of her moving to his place, it could work out. She's not about to leave her animals behind, but Fred knows that, they all like him, which is always a good sign. She thinks she'll have to give him a maybe, then try to come to terms on what their married life will be like.
I kind of wish he would quit being the sheriff, and just help me at the shop, that could be a sublime life. I have plenty of money, when I rooted out the bastards that nearly blew me to hell, I got their money, I have tons I haven't done anything with yet, besides Aunt Sarah's large trust fund, which would be more than enough to support us both in fine style. I'm well aware that most men are defined by what they do, asking him to give up being sheriff to become an owner of a shop for unwanted pets might be akin to asking him to give up his balls. There's no way in hell I'd want to do that to him, figuratively or otherwise.
Lisa is looking over a rack of dresses near the front window, rather absentmindedly as she thinks things over. Suddenly a siren wailing as a sheriff's car flies past drags her out of her ruminations. An ambulance with it's lights and siren going full blast is right behind the sheriff's cruiser. Soon, two more sheriff's cars go flying by, sirens wailing, but all the sirens stop suddenly. Lisa knows that Fred is more or less taking the day off, so she thinks he's probably not involved yet. However, if something big happens, it could put an end to their plans for the evening. It's nearly three now, Lisa knows they need to leave town at five or so to make it to Birmingham by eight, the time Fred said he made dinner reservations for. The fact they're going to a fancy place in Birmingham was a giveaway that something big was in the offing, they hadn't done anything of the sort before now.
Lisa forgets about getting a dress, she'll have to make do with whatever she's got, if they're able to go at all. If not, a dinner at any place closer will do, as far as she's concerned. She runs outside, the lights are flashing down at the bank, which probably means somebody robbed it, or attempted to.
Lisa hotfoots it down the street toward the one bank in this small town, she doesn't need to take a vehicle to shop on Main Street. It's short, there aren't too many shops, only about ten besides her shop, and the bank, which is located near the only stoplight.
As Lisa arrives, the ambulance burns rubber out of the parking lot, it's siren wails, it dodges cars stopped for the light, then heads down the main road. It's either going to the small clinic, or if the patient is in a bad way, they may take whoever it is to Tuscaloosa, some forty miles away. It may do both, stopping at the clinic long enough to stabilize the patient, then continue to Tuscaloosa, or rather the nearest hospital, a suburb of Tuscaloosa called Northport.
Lisa barges right into the bank, the sheriff's deputy at the door doesn't try to stop her, her determined expression lets him know right away it would be foolish to try. Everyone around knows how badass she can be, women that take on armies and win the battle aren't going to be stopped by one lone deputy.
Inside the bank, the sheriff's deputies all look grim, as they go about their duties, interviewing witnesses, making drawings of the scene, and taking pictures. Lisa knows that it will probably all be for nothing, all banks are insured by the FDIC, which will make it a Federal case. She investigated many bank robberies when she was a Fibbie, when they didn't have her slogging through paperwork back at the office. Had they let her stick to investigating most of the time, she wouldn't have been so ready to accept her aunt's generosity and move to a small town in Alabama.
Lisa notices the large pool of blood by the marble podium, and the pock marks from shots that didn't find their mark. Apparently, at least one did. At this point, she doesn't know if it was one of the customers, employees, perps, or cops. She notices Frank nearby, one of the deputies she's acquainted with. "Hey, Frank, what the hell went on here?"
As Frank looks up from his notebook, his grim expression worsens, she recognizes that look, it's the one she often had on her face when she got stuck with doing notifications, something no cop or Fibbie ever wants to do. "Lisa, you shouldn't be in here."
"To hell with that, what's going on?"
Frank takes a long, deep breath, Lisa braces herself for the worst, whatever that might be. Frank gives her a second, then moves closer, he speaks softly, "Lisa, it's Fred, he's been shot. He's at death's door. One of the ladies stuffed a tampon in the bullet hole, or he would have been dead already. The manager was shot too, but the security guard only got a lump on the head. We haven't figured out the whys of it all yet."
"Wasn't Fred wearing his damn vest? I told him to wear it all the time, even off duty."
"He was, as best we can tell so far. He got hit in the leg, it must have hit a big vein or something, he nearly bled out in a short time. He and the manager are on their way to Northport hospital now, but once they have them able to travel further, they'll probably be sent to Birmingham General.
"Shit, damn it to hell, what the hell happened? He should know better than that, how did they get him?" Lisa should probably be concerned about the manager too, he's an all right guy, but right now Fred is her only concern.
"He walked in, on his own business, he drew on the one gunman he saw, two more started shooting at him, he dove behind the podium. The three he could see couldn't get a good shot at him with their sawed off shotguns. From what the witnesses say, there was a fourth man, acting like a customer cowering behind him. That one drew a pistol, shot him in the chest first, then fired four more shots fast, one hit Fred in the thigh. He still managed to call the department, and get off two shots as they were fleeing out the door, but he only hit the glass, that's how those two spider-webbed marks got in the glass doors. These puny nines won't shoot through a windshield most of the time, they've got no chance going through that thick glass."
"Shit, damn it to hell, quick before the Feds get here, dub me off the security tapes, or maybe they use CD's these days."
"It's on hard drives, I can get you copies on CD."
"There won't be any call for that. This is our case, get the damn meddling civilian out of here, deputy." Lisa and Frank turn to look, two men in suits have waltzed in behind them. They're obviously Feds, Lisa recognizes both their dress and demeanor.
"Shut the hell up, bozo brain, these bastards shot my man, and Jeff Martin, the manager. I'll get any damn thing I want, and there isn't shit you can do about it. Go, get me the CD's, Frank. Who do you want to face down, me now or them later." Frank doesn't say a word, he heads to the back. Lisa thinks he's going to do what she asked, to do otherwise wouldn't be smart.
The damn agent starts after him. Lisa sticks out her foot, and slaps the idiot on the back, hard. He falls face down onto the floor. "Oh, did you slip and fall, I suggest you watch where the hell you step."
His partner makes a big mistake, he takes out his cuffs, not his weapon. He grabs for Lisa, she judo flips him down on the floor next to his partner. When the agent looks up, she has her Sig Sauer forty-five in his face. "I think you don't know who I am. I'm Lisa Jenkins, if that doesn't scare the shit out of you, it should. I'm not taking any crap from you bozos, get that through your head. If you make me, I'll make a call, how would you like to deal with Ash Pane, she's meaner than I am, and I'm plenty mean."
At the mention of Ash Pane, the pissed off expression both of the agents have is erased, replaced by one of fear. "I see you've heard of her. I'll have you know I've picked up one of her habits, removing the family jewels from guys that tick me off enough. You're about one millimeter away from that level, want to try some more shenanigans?"
They both shake their heads in a way that means hell no. Moments later, as Lisa puts her pistol away and lets the two agents get off the floor, Frank hands her half a dozen cased CD's. "Here's what there was, Lisa. I don't think it'll help much, the three with shotguns wore masks, and the one pretending to be a customer was obviously in a disguise."
"Thanks Frank, that'll give me a starting point. Have you canvassed the area, to find out if anyone saw the getaway car?"
"That's being done as we speak. I haven't heard anything back on that yet."
"Okay, keep me updated."
"Sure will."
Lisa turns to the cowed FBI agents, "Either of you two want to tell me how the hell you got here so fast, Birmingham is a good distance away, especially considering the heavy traffic this time of day."
The mouthy one that she tripped shakes his head no. Lisa takes out her folding tactical knife, she opens it with a flourish. "Are you sure you don't want to tell me. I'll find out anyway, you might as well keep your jewels intact."
The other agent decides he likes his parts where they are, so he speaks while the formerly mouthy one glares at him, "We were one town over, on the Mississippi side of the line, another little town got hit earlier in the day by what we think are the same guys. These guys are either nuts, or greedy as hell, they've been hitting small banks all over the south."
"Why small banks, the takes would have to be small?"
"We think it's due to less security, and the local cops response times are usually slow. Maybe they're practicing for something bigger, we don't really know. Should you get them, there's a hefty reward for them."
"If I get them, there well never mind, I don't need to be telling you that. Figure it out for yourself, they shot my man, they're toast, sooner or later."
"I didn't hear that."
"That's smart, if you get in my way, there's nothing in it but trouble for you. I'll be on my way now."
Lisa turns, struts out of the bank, then runs to her shop. She locks up, and puts out the closed sign. Her friend and coworker, Martha gives her one glance before quickly deciding not to say a word. Lisa marches upstairs to the safety and comfort of her bedroom. Soon, Rowdy, the big Rottweiler, and Spike, his Chihuahua constant companion, nose their way into the room. She holds them as she lets herself cry, she wouldn't do that in front of anyone now, she's got to keep up the strong front.
Lisa cries for a while, then lies back on the bed. Spike and Rowdy cuddle close, knowing by intuition that she needs them now. After an hour or so of letting go, she takes a shower to wash away the dregs of the tears, and make herself feel a little better. The dogs don't join her in the shower, they don't care for their baths, let alone showers.
Chapter 4
When she's dressed again, Lisa takes the discs downstairs to tell Martha what's up, with Spike and Rowdy at her heels. We'll look at the discs together, I'll need all of Martha's strength to be able to watch my man get shot. I guess I should go ahead and marry Fred, if he survives, apparently I've made up my mind he's my man, better make it above board, so folks won't gossip so much, he does have a standing in the community to maintain, sheriff or not.
Before she bothers to look for Martha, Lisa grabs the phone in the back room near the kitchen table they use for having coffee, and sometimes have their meals at. It's a new table, the old one got shot to hell in the last debacle she found herself in. Her shop was wrecked too, but it's been made over, better than it was before, and now it's completely secure and bulletproofed, inside and out.
Lisa calls the Sheriff's department, she asks to be put through to Frank Davis, the same Frank that was at the scene, he'll tell her what he knows, if there's anything new to tell. When she's put through to Frank, she doesn't beat around the bush, "Frank, this is Lisa, heard anything about Fred?"
"Nothing much, I know he made it to Northport alive. They pumped him up with some kind of manufactured blood, then shipped him on to Birmingham, but not Birmingham General, he's at Shelby Baptist, so is Jeff."
"Call up there, you tell them to fly in the best surgeons they can get no on second thought, I'll make a call, it'll save time and trouble for you and me too. Anything on the shooters?"
"Nothing much, the Feds are freezing us out for now. You left two very pissed off Feds behind. They checked you out though, I don't think they'll be bothering you. They seem to think you're a special investigator for the President of the United States."
"Good, let them think that. I guess it still shows up as valid. I got that when I was dealing with the last mess, I thought it would be revoked by now." Lisa doesn't let on that it was never supposed to be real, but once it's put into the computers, except for dealing with the President on a daily basis, it is real. The President does know about it, and okayed her having it, he really didn't have much choice, Ash said he should, anyone with any brains doesn't tick her off, no matter what office they may hold.
"You've got one of those and you live here?"
"It's kind of honorary, you might say. I don't work for the President on a daily basis."
"Oh, whatever. When I hear anything more, either on the case or Fred, I'll let you know."
"Don't worry about Fred, if he can just hang in there, I'll get him the best medical attention money can buy, Jeff too, for that matter. I think Jeff saw something that could ID the perps, that's the only reason I can think of they'd shoot him."
"Maybe so, I don't know yet. Oh, great, the county will love you paying Fred's bills, they're self insured you know, they hate having to pay out huge medical bills."
"Yeah, don't we all. Later Frank."
"Later on, Lisa."
Martha has come in from cleaning the dog pens, and has been standing nearby most of the time Lisa was talking with Frank. Why she was cleaning them when it's Lisa's turn she doesn't know, but she appreciates it. Lisa doesn't stop to talk to Martha now, she makes another call, this time to Ash, her cell number, since there's no telling where in the world she'll be at any given time. She gets only voice mail, so Ash is someplace where she doesn't get a signal, or is in the middle of something that precludes having the phone ring. She'd pick up otherwise. Lisa leaves a brief message, then takes a laminated accordion style card from her pocket for the right number. She punches in the number for the main office of Ash's various enterprises, they can probably get done what she needs.
"Pane Enterprises, Bobbi speaking." Lisa knows this Bobbi a little bit, this Bobbi is a woman, short for Bobbyjo. She's Ash's right hand gal for business things, though she doesn't usually take part in her forays into the dark side, she's usually aware of what's going on.
"Hi Bobbi, you're probably just the person I need to speak with. This is Lisa Jenkins."
"Oh, hi Lisa."
"Hi, look I don't know if I have any time to waste, can you get the best team of doctors, one of them a vascular surgeon, to Shelby Baptist Hospital in Birmingham, Alabama right away?"
"I don't know if I can get the absolute top people on a moment's notice, but I know I can get somebody very experienced and qualified."
"Fine, have them see what they can do for Fred Ramsey, that's Sheriff Fred Ramsey, he was shot earlier today, the vest stopped the immediate problem, but he got hit in a vein or something in his upper thigh, he nearly bled out." As an after thought, Lisa adds, "Oh, have them see what they can do for the bank manager, Jeff Martin too."
"Sorry to hear that Lisa. When he's stable enough, we might move them to the same hospital you were treated at is there still a threat to his life, other than the wounds I mean."
"No, I don't think so, not as far as Fred is concerned. He stumbled into a bank robbery in progress on his off time. I wouldn't think anyone's after him, three wore masks, the fourth wore a disguise, so no, I don't think there's that kind of threat. If Jeff makes it, he might have noticed something that can help identify them but I don't know that for sure. Oh, by the way are Gary and Joe available, I could use their help on the case." Gary and Joe are the people that helped her out the last time, she knows and trusts them.
"Okay, great, the doctors may stay there with them in that case. Maybe we'll just have this Jeff Martin moved. I'll get right on that. Joe and Gary are with Ash, working a case. I'll let them know when I hear from them. Later."
"Later."
Since she had the phone on speaker the whole time, Martha heard most of her conversation with Frank, and all of the one with Bobbi, she grabs coffee cups, pours them some, and sweetens it with Wild Turkey Liqueur from the high cabinet she put it there for times of distress or celebration.
Lisa's glad she doesn't have to tell Martha what happened, the more she repeats it, the worse it sounds to her. She sits down in her usual spot, grabs the coffee, tests it for heat, then gulps it down. Martha used so much liqueur that it was only slightly warm.
Martha refills Lisa's cup with coffee, adding just the touch of sugar she normally takes. Martha sits down, looks to Lisa, then asks solemnly, "So, when are you going to Birmingham?"
"I don't know at the moment. Fred's too bad off, he'll require surgery when he's up to it. I won't be able to see him for a while, I'm sure of that. I'll probably have to wreck the hospital to get in to see him, I'm no relation, yet. What really ticks me the hell off, is Fred and I had a special date planned for tonight, I'm sure he was going to ask me to marry him. Oddly, until this happened, I wasn't sure what my answer would be."
"I take it you've made up your mind, that if he survives, you'll marry him?"
"Yes, but he'll still have to do the asking, I won't take that away from him. He might not ask now, you know how fragile these macho men can be, until he's back to one hundred percent, he won't think he's good enough."
"Yeah, they can be like that, but don't let him get away with it. A man can get married on crutches, or in a wheelchair, there's no shame in that."
"No, there isn't, but these macho guys don't see it that way."
"True enough, so what do you plan to do about the guys that shot him and that nice Jeff Martin?"
"I think you know me well enough to know what I'm going to do."
"I know they won't stand a snowball's chance in hell of living through it, if you can find them. What are you going to do about finding them?"
"The first thing I'm going to do is look at these discs of what the bank's cameras recorded. It won't be easy, Fred getting shot will be on them, I don't know if they had coverage of Jeff getting shot or not. He was in the vault at the time."
"I would think that's one place they'd be sure to have cameras."
"I don't know, it's a small bank, the vault isn't all that big."
"True, but " The ringing of the phone interrupts whatever Martha was going to say, as Lisa jumps up, then hits the speaker button.
"Pet Recyclers, this is Lisa."
"Lisa, it's Frank. I've got a little background information for you. I don't know if it will help or not."
"Well, lay it out, any info is better than none."
"It's not much, but the Feds have been trying to get these guys for a while now. They've robbed banks from Arizona to Alabama, staying in the south for now, probably so the weather is passable. I think this same crew was responsible for a string of bank robberies in the north last summer, the MO is the same, so is the trail of dead and injured. I don't know if the Feds have connected the dots yet, but it's likely they have. These guys skip around, but basically blaze a trail one direction, then go back by a different route, robbing banks all along the way. Oddly, the one place they haven't robbed any banks, as far as I can tell, is in California. With that state having the highest number of bank robberies in the country, it's hard to be sure about that. They may have learned their trade there, for all I know now."
"Well, you're right, that doesn't help much, but it's a little something. Any inkling as to where they'll strike next?"
"No way to know for sure, it might be slightly to the north, or to the south, but for sure east of here, they're on an eastern sweep right now."
"All smaller banks, in smaller towns, with little security?"
"Yeah, that's the profile."
"Any chance the security guard was in on this one?"
"Not much, so far as I can figure out, that's part of the profile, some of them come in the back, and knock the guard out. They don't always shoot people, but for some reason, they sometimes do. I get why they shot at Fred, he was trying to stop them. Why they shot Jeff, I haven't figured out, he wouldn't think of trying anything."
"No, he wouldn't, but my guess is he saw something that could help identify them."
"Sounds logical, though these types aren't often logical."
"True enough, is that all you've got?"
"So far, yeah, the Feds made that much available to all law enforcement agencies, but I'm sure there's a lot they're not telling us."
"That's usually the case, I used to be one, you know."
"Yeah, I know, but you got fed up with it, no pun intended."
"None taken. Later Frank, keep me up to date as you can huh?"
"Same goes for you."
"No way, if I find their asses, they're mine. Good to know that badge is still current, I can do what I want."
"Like you need a badge for that?"
Lisa would chuckle at that, but she's not in the mood. "Bye Frank."
"Bye"
Lisa hits the off button of the phone, then sits back down. While she was busy talking to Frank, Martha slipped away from the table. In a couple of minutes, she's back with a fifth of bourbon, the good stuff, and two short, wide glasses bartenders call rocks glasses. She pours an inch or so of bourbon in each glass, but doesn't add any ice. She grabs the discs, then puts one in the player attached to the large security monitor here.
It's tough going, barely Lisa sips the whiskey, she doesn't want her brain clouded as she watches the recordings. Fred seemed preoccupied as he walked into the bank. He never saw the two masked men in the corner. Watching him get shot was bad enough, but the way Jeff got shot was sad and gory.
Unfortunately, she has to watch that part several times as she tries to figure out why the perp shot Jeff. Martha is the first to notice, "Look at that, as the bastard reaches for the money bag, his sleeve rides up and reveals a tattoo. I can't make it out, the angle isn't that good. I'll bet that's why this son of a bitch shot Jeff, the tattoo could be a lead."
"Could be, but I don't have the means of enhancing this footage. I need to make a trip to DC."
"Do what you have to do, honey, I think your friends in Denver would be a better bet to get done what you need in a timely manner, but I think you should wait until tomorrow. You've had a bit to drink, and it's been a tiring, trying day. Finish your drink then get some sleep. I'll lock up, I'll stay here for now, in my apartment, I don't care for running back and forth to my place this time of year. Though it's dry lately, the weather still chills my bones most of the time."
"Yeah, the humidity makes it that way. I'm still not used to it. I think you're right, on both counts, I'll hop my chopper over to the airport tomorrow, can you make the call to have one of Ash's charter company Citation Ten's there? Filler up, there's no way I'll sleep without a good snoot full."
"Yeah, I can do that, on both counts. I figured as you'd need a snoot full."
An hour later, Martha helps Lisa to bed, she's snockered, the events of the day and missing supper have combined with the alcohol to wipe her out.
Chapter 5
Lisa uses a customized riding lawn mower to tug one of her three choppers out of the barn on its wheeled dolly. She's still feeling somewhat hungover, but some good sleep and a light breakfast including lots of coffee and orange juice helped alleviate it a lot. She's at what used to be Harvey Silvers' place, but it's hers now. The house is still undergoing renovations, she's yet to stay here, and probably won't during the winter months, it's a long drive on gravel roads from her shop in town. The collection of old cars that used to fill the barns went to Martha, she already had a lot of old cars and knows how to work on them, or where to get things done by people that know what they're doing. Martha is fixing one up for Lisa in her spare time, a forty Ford that was pretty much just the body shell and frame. Martha, and a few of her many male friends, are putting in more recent running gear, but will make it look for all the world like a stock original, if nobody looks too closely.
The chopper Lisa chooses to use today is a Eurocopter EC-135, formerly known as an Aerospatiale, but this one has dual Pratt and Whitney engines installed. It's relatively small, and very maneuverable. This one is armed, it has a pod full of small rockets, a twenty-millimeter cannon, and a fifty-caliber machine gun, but they're installed in pods that don't look menacing at all, until turned loose on a target.
Lisa doesn't expect to need the armament, she's chosen this particular bird for it's agility, and relative speed, it's not the fastest chopper in the world, but it's much faster with the new engines than her Bell Jet Ranger 430, or her reconditioned old military style Huey.
Since it's already fairly late in the morning, Lisa wants all the speed she can get, she always does. The chartered Citation waiting at the Birmingham airport will wait until she gets there, one of many advantages of being able to charter a plane. Another being that she won't have to fool with security that would give her a bunch of crap about being armed. The Presidential Investigator badge and ID she now has in her pocket would allow her to do what she wants, but she doesn't want the hassle, for sure the TSA people don't. If they tried to grope her, she'd probably shoot them, so not dealing with it at all is the only real choice.
There are closer albeit smaller airports than Birmingham that could handle the Citation, but she wants to check on Fred while she's there, and then again coming back. It made the most sense to just fly out of Birmingham, more so than taking the Citation from the closest airport, actually fifty miles or so further away, the distance wouldn't be worth the trouble of taking off and landing again. The only real reason for taking the chopper at all is the speed, most of it gained by not having to deal with traffic on the highways.
It's all very logical, at this time Lisa is being more logical than ever, since focusing on it and the case is helping keep her worry for Fred down to a level she can deal with.
Lisa checks the bird over carefully, she needs to top up the fuel, so she does so from a tank and pump she had put in. All of her birds use Jet A fuel, or JP 5 in military terms. She doesn't need JP4 in this climate, but has access to that and anything else she needs.
Now topped up and checked out, Lisa hooks the bird up to an external power supply for startup. The batteries could probably do it, but she wants to keep them at full charge, since on such a short hop, they might not have a chance to get recharged by the engine's charging system. She spools up the engines by hitting the button, when they're up to speed she hits the igniter switch. The engines catch, and start to warm up. Lisa lets it warm while she disconnects the power supply. She goes through the preflight checklist extra carefully, as if she was a newbie, since she's half hung over and worried she doesn't want to forget anything.
When she's sure everything is right, Lisa takes the bird straight up. She'll be at the hospital in less than an hour, if all goes well. She's doing what she can to make sure it does, but not everything, she suddenly remembers she forgot to toss in her suitcase, so she lands again, lets the engines run while she gets it out of her truck. She tosses it in the luggage compartment then takes off again.
Chapter 6
Lisa brings the chopper down right in the middle of the hospital's landing pad. Four guys are standing by with a wheeled dolly to move the bird out of the way, in case the Flight for Life chopper needs to land. Thinking of this makes Lisa wonder why the Flight for Life wasn't used for Fred and Jeff. There are only a few of those birds, so there may not have been one available. I need to talk to someone about keeping one in our area, I'll buy the damn bird, pay for the fuel, supplies and staff, but I wouldn't want the hassle of running the program. I suppose I could pilot it in an emergency, but isn't every time they fly an emergency? Maybe I can set up to fly it when the regular pilots are taking time off or something. I'll look into that later, now I best get to the matters at hand.
Lisa struts into the hospital through the side entrance, the metal detectors go crazy. Why hospitals need them is something she hasn't figured out. This is one of the reasons she brought her badge with her, a flash of the badge backs the two security guards up, one is an old gent, the other a young guy, but they both must know what kind of badge it is, they back away as if she's a leper or something.
Lisa finds her way to the main information desk, manned or rather womaned by three mature women wearing pink smocks over their clothes. "I need to find out about a patient, Sheriff Fred Ramsey."
"Are you family?"
"Not yet, officially."
"I'm sorry, I can only release information to family, and not much at that. Not that I care, but that's the policy we have to go by."
"I suggest you get somebody with some authority down here, and fast. I'm not one to take no for an answer. I'll take this place apart if I have to, now call somebody."
"Sure, calm down, I'm only a volunteer, take it up with the bigshots, to tell you the truth, there's one guy here I'd enjoy seeing taken down a few pegs. I'll call him."
"You do that, I'll take him down one way or the other." The lady makes a call, in a few minutes, a thirty-something man in a sharp, expensive suit strolls casually up to the desk area.
"I'm assistant director Stanley Walsh, is there a problem here?"
The lady waves her hand toward Lisa, "You can take that up with her."
"What seems to be the problem, m'am?"
"I need information about Sheriff Fred Ramsey, this lady tells me I can't have it, since I'm not family yet."
"That's the policy, girlfriends aren't given any official status."
"I've got all the official status I need right here." Lisa pulls both her pistol and her badge, she cocks the hammer as she puts the barrel against Walsh's head. "Now, do you give me what I need to know, or does your replacement? If you know what kind of badge this is, you'll know I can shoot you right now in front of everyone and not be so much as questioned about it." Lisa is messing with him, she didn't rack the slide, there's no round in the chamber, but he doesn't know that.
Walsh is suddenly very stinky, as the front of his pants turns wet, and the rear sags and the blue suit pants turn brown. Lisa has to take a couple of steps back, because he reeks.
"Well, hell that's one way to get a pistol out of your face I guess. I should shoot you for assaulting my nose. Now, do I get the information I need, or do you die?"
Walsh is very pale, Lisa thinks he might pass out at any moment. He tells the lady in pink, "Give the lady with the big gun anything she wants. Can I go now?"
"I'd say you already did, but go on, get the hell out of here, and send the janitor to clean up your mess. I should rub your face in it, and make you clean it up, but I don't want to get stinky too."
Walsh turns and does a strange walk, as far as the nearest mens room. Lisa waits until he's inside the room, then busts out laughing, more from a little stress relief than it being all that funny. The lady in pink is laughing too, she thinks it's funny as hell. As soon as they can get their composure, the lady looks on the computer, then tells Lisa, "That was pretty much all for nothing, but I was glad to see it. The sheriff is in surgery right now. They had to wait to do it until he regained enough strength to get through it. I can't tell you any more than that. His team of doctors are from out of town, I suppose you had something to do with that?"
"Yes, I did, and I'm taking care of the bills, I guess I should see to that while I'm here."
"That would go a long way toward getting you the privileges you need, the one paying the bills usually gets told anything they want."
"Okay, I'll take care of that in a moment, what can you tell me about Jeffery Martin, he was probably brought in about the same time as the sheriff."
"One moment." The lady checks the computer again, "He's still in critical condition, but should make it. The bean burritos he had for lunch saved his life. It's the talk of the hospital."
"What the hell?"
"I'll try to explain, as best I know how. He was shot at point blank range with a shotgun, as you probably know, they're not all that powerful, and at that distance, the shot didn't have a chance to spread out much. The shot went through his stomach on the front side, yes, but the shot, at least most of it, wound up in the bean burritos he had right before the robbery. That's as best I understand it, anyway."
"I know those burritos, they're from a little place a few doors down from the bank, I eat there often. I knew they were tough, but not bulletproof."
"I wouldn't say they're bulletproof, but bird shot proof."
"Bird shot? I would have thought they'd use buckshot?"
"Not this time, it was something called Number eight birdshot, but not the lead kind, this was made of something else.
"Steel or tungsten most likely, though there are other varieties."
"I wouldn't know, I only use double ought buck in my shotgun, it's mostly for home defense."
"Yeah, good choice, most of the time."
"I think so, but I do use some rock salt shells to keep some nasty critters away, sometimes of the two legged variety."
"Yeah, I know what you mean."
"Oh, by the way, this Mr. Martin is scheduled to be moved elsewhere, but the records don't say where."
"They wouldn't, he's a material witness, he saw something that could help ID the perps. I know where he'll be going."
"Very well, is there anything else I can do for you?"
"Direct me to the billing department."
"Right down the hall, there's a big sign, you can't miss it."
"Not if I'm aiming at it." They both chuckle at that, then Lisa struts away to go take care of the billing.
Thirty minutes later, she's in the air again, zipping over to the Birmingham airport.
Chapter 7
When Lisa steps off the plane, it's snowing lightly. It's cold, but not terrible, it's not the same kind of cold as in the south where anything under sixty-five feels cold to her. This is a drier cold. Though the powdery snow is falling her light jacket is enough, so long as she's not out in it too long.
Susan, what one might call Ash's left hand girl if Bobbi is the right hand girl, meets her right outside the plane, then guides her to a stretched Hummer limousine. She explains, "Sorry, between the weather and being short on chopper pilots right now, we can't hop over the traffic to the offices."
"I fly choppers, if one's available, I'll hop it over."
"That's another rub, there aren't any available at this time."
"I know Ash has lots of them, why aren't any available?"
"I don't suppose I should say, I'm not sure exactly what she's up to anyway. Another one of her many missions to save the world, I presume."
"Something like that, undoubtedly."
They get in the limo, the driver starts out of the airport without being told where to go, a good thing for him, most people don't like it when they're told where to go, it's usually the same place they're always told to go. Ash owns this airport, and the one closer to her home in Evergreen. This one is what used to be called Stapleton International, it's Pane Enterprises private airport now. She uses this one sometimes, but it's primarily used for her airfreight business now. It's closer to the offices than the one near Golden, which is why Lisa's plane landed here, so she wouldn't have to fight the traffic to come into Denver, or the suburb where the offices actually are. Lisa knows Denver proper is the same size it always was, and always will be, only the once small towns around it grow up and out, making it one large city in actuality, if not technically. Lisa is keeping her mind occupied with such inane details, rather than worry about Fred.
She doesn't talk to Susan much on the ride, she keeps looking out the window, and dredging up any inane facts she can to keep the worry at bay. She doesn't worry well, when she gets worried, people around her are in trouble, and she certainly doesn't want any trouble with Ash's people.
It takes a while to slog through the traffic to get to the ten story office building across the street from Ash's mall, the driver does the best he can to miss the worst of the traffic, but stupid drivers abound, there are traffic snarls everywhere today. I would think that people that live here would know how to drive on snow and ice, but it sure doesn't seem like it.
Eventually, they pull into the lot behind Ash's office building, one of many, Lisa knows, but this is the first one she bought, her top people still work out of here, and more importantly, it's where Robert, and his fancy computers are located. Most of Ash's top people are at least millionaires, if not billionaires, they keep working for Ash because she allows them to do what they do best, and gives them lots of perks, some of which money alone can't buy.
The driver handles Lisa's one medium sized suitcase, while Susan takes them to the elevator. Susan tells the driver to put the suitcase in apartment two, while she and Lisa go see Robert. He nods in reply, why he hasn't been introduced is strange, Ash always introduces everyone, but then this is Susan, not Ash, she may not know this driver's name, the limo company belongs to Ash too, and has lots of drivers.
As soon as Susan takes her to see Robert, she makes her excuses to go upstairs to her office. Robert gives Lisa a hug, one she can sure use at the moment. When he backs away, he asks, "Okay, now that the niceties are out of the way, what have you got for me, something interesting, I hope?"
"What I actually have is very little, I'm hoping you can work your magic to find out more, a hell of a lot more."
Robert pulls out an office chair, and motions for her to sit. She does, then he sits down on another chair, this one is a high backed chair with speakers built into the wrap around headrest with a computer keyboard and joystick attached to the arms. "Okay, Lisa, lets hear the whole story, give me every detail you know."
Lisa tells him what little she knows, and gives him the video discs. He dubs off copies immediately, then gives her back the originals. "Okay, I'll get to work on the video, while it's being enhanced I'll see what I can dig up on these guys."
"I take it you have clearance to get into the FBI files?"
"FBI? I can get anything the Feds have, legally, that takes most of the fun away though. Every once in a while, whenever they update their security, I still hack in, just to keep my skills sharp."
"All right, I'm beat, I'm going up to the apartment, I plan on staying the night, can you call across to Ash's place and have them send over some food? One of those Ash Pane specials will do."
"Sure, no problem. It'll take about thirty minutes. There's other food there, if you get hungry later, and cold drinks in the vending machine in the apartment, no cash needed."
"I take it that was your idea?"
"Yeah, the drinks in the main fridge took up too much room. If I'm not in here, I'll be in the other apartment. It's a twin of that one."
"I remember. See you later."
"Much later, for sure."
"Yeah, most likely."
Lisa takes the elevator up to the tenth floor, she's too drug out to use the stairs. She slips off her shoes then kicks back on the couch, waiting for the food to arrive. It does in the thirty minutes or so Robert had said. She eats the big steak, the baked potato, and has a Coke then she gets herself ready for bed. She's glad that Ash got her a cloud bed, and has them here too. She probably won't feel much different than she would at home, except that she won't have the animals to comfort her. They are a big comfort to her at times like this especially, in Rowdy's case, a huge comfort.
Chapter 8
When Lisa wakes, her body feels much better, but her mind doesn't. She feels more down in the dumps than ever before. She's not sure why, something to do with what she was dreaming, but the dream fades before she can recall it. An overwhelming sadness pervades her mind. She doesn't know what to do about it, so she decides to take a shower. In the steamy shower, the tears fall unbidden, she's not exactly sure why, whatever snuck into her head did so in her dreams, her conscious mind can't grasp it, whatever it may be.
When the tears cease, she feels somewhat better, so she turns off this shower that never runs out of hot water. It's got the nifty on-demand water heaters like her place has since the rehab, another of Ash's many gifts to her. Oddly, she hasn't spent much time with Ash, but Ash has given freely, and treated her like an old friend, except for never having much time to spend with her. I guess the busy life of a person with larger than life superhero status among the masses doesn't have a lot of time to spare.
According to what Ash's people tell me, Ash is very giving, unless somebody is on her bad side, then what she gives those on the receiving end sure as hell don't want. To hear people talk, she's Superwoman, Wonderwoman, the angel of mercy, the Angel of Death, and the Destroyer all rolled into one eye-pleasing package. Not all of what's said about her could possibly be true, but she does lend enough credence to the rumors to make many people believe they're true.
Damn, why do I keep cluttering my mind thinking about other things besides this case? I guess I'll think about anything else, thinking about the case reminds me of why I'm on the case. Will Fred make it? Will he still want to be married? Will he still be sheriff? If, if, if, shit, I've got to get my damn act together, or these bastards will be ruining no telling how many more lives. They've sure as hell made a mess of mine, Fred and Jeff's.Yeah, that's it girl, get mad, then get their asses. You go girl, go get these sons of bitches, and put 'em in the ground without so much as a prayer over their unmarked graves.
Lisa dresses more casually than usual, just sweats, a T-shirt, and sports shoes with no socks, for now. She doesn't bother to put on her vest or weapons, if there's one place she doesn't need either it's here, absolutely nobody, in their right mind or not, messes with Ash's place or her people. Some did for a while, but they all died of natural causes, when somebody has that many big bullets in them dies, it's only natural.
There's a coffee maker in the apartment's kitchenette, but she knows there will most likely be coffee already made in the eighth floor break room. She takes the stairs down the two flights, her body is up to it today, and sometimes exercise helps clear the mind. It's only two flights, down not up. I'm not sure I want to try going up them as quick as I'm going down, but maybe later I'll take them up and down for four or five floors, just to get things pumping, but not before coffee, that's for damn sure.
There are not one but two pots of the high quality coffee that Ash uses, sitting on the warming plates of the restaurant style coffee maker in the break room. She pours herself a cup in a nice, big, thick mug, then sits down at a break table. She suddenly notices that it's snowing out, not the dry powdery stuff they usually get, but thick, heavy, wet snow. She stands to go to the window. The snow is coming down so hard, she can't see the huge mall across the street, or much of anything else outside. She knows now she certainly won't be going anywhere for a while. How long of while that might be will depend on how long it keeps it up, how much is dumped on Denver, and how long it'll take to clear the roads and airports. Ash's airport is probably kept clear, I'd just bet, but the roads to it, are another matter. Ash has little or no control over that, though a few phone calls from her would certainly see to it that the roads she needs get cleared first. If there's a real need for it, she might do that, but Ash won't take advantage of her wealth and reputation, taking away from other regular people, unless there is a dire need. That's the kind of person she is. The upper echelons of her staff seem to be much the same, though it might have more to do with keeping the boss happy than their actual personalities.
Since there's no reason to hurry now, Lisa kicks back at a seat within reach of the coffee maker. A few more cups won't hurt my mental processes, it might help.
Two cups later, Robert ambles into the break room, rather than going for coffee, he pushes a button on the soda machine, for a Jolt soda. He looks somewhat the worse for wear, like he didn't sleep much if at all, which makes Lisa think he's onto something, that's the only reason he wouldn't get a few hours rest. "Hey Robert, what have you found that kept you up?"
"My girlfriend, but that's none of your business."
"She must have got here before the snow got bad."
"Duh, Lisa, you missed the joke. Never mind, no she's not here, she's away right now, visiting relatives in the south, somewhere in the Carolina's I think, I don't remember whether it was North or South."
"I would think you would know where she is at all times."
"I could find out if I wanted to, I could track her cell phone, but I'm not going to do that."
"Whatever, I'll rephrase my question, what have you been working on that kept you from getting some sleep, you've obviously been awake all night. I hear that's par for the course for you, but then you sleep in the daytime."
"I'll have to get some sleep soon, these great beds mean I don't need as much as I used to, but I still need some, sleep that is."
"Yeah, I get it now, sorry I missed your little joke, but my head's not with it yet."
"Mine's not either, right now. To answer your question, I enhanced the tattoo, and tracked down two groups known to use that particular tattoo, the two groups use slightly different tats, but with what I could get from that video that's the best I could do. What's kept me busy is working on an algorithm to take out the distortion in a reflection on the door glass as the perps opened it to go out. I might be able to get the type of vehicle they used to get away, and if the driver wasn't in disguise, his face. It's still too soon to tell, but judging from what I see out the window, we've got nothing but time. By the way, you and I are the only ones here. Everyone else got out of here before the snow got too bad."
"So you made all this coffee for me?"
"No, sorry to say that's old coffee."
"This stuff tastes great old, I'm still not used to the good stuff."
"Yeah, I've got tons of money too, but seldom do anything with it to speak of. I haven't had a chance to get used to the idea."
"I've been thinking I should get used to it, in small ways, I'll never be one for real fancy things."
"Ash doesn't care for fancy, she does care about quality. She likes to have the best quality she can get, whether that's in things or her people."
"I was considering that earlier. Yet she hired you when you didn't have any degrees or anything, right out of high school, so I'm told. Is it true, were you really her pizza delivery guy?"
"Yeah, that's true. She hired me for a couple of reasons, the first being I was smart enough to figure out how to get her orders almost every time, if I was the one that took the call. However, she hired me on a trial basis, until I showed her what I can do. I actually don't work for her, these days, as far as being on her payroll. I hang here and do things on the computers for her because I find it intriguing. When she gets cash out of what I do, she shares the wealth. Whoever helps get it, gets a share. Most of the people close to her are millionaires or more, she's made a heck of a lot of military types into wealthy people."
"Yep, she gives away so much."
"True, but she can't seem to give it away fast enough. For every buck or billion bucks she gives away, she gets ten times that back, or more."
"I was thinking I could be doing some of that where I live, it sure seems like lots of people and animals need some help these days."
"That's a fact. I think your true calling is with animals, more than people, don't ask me how I know that, I barely know you."
"Maybe the ancestors speak to you too, just like they do Ash?"
"I wouldn't say that, but in some way maybe. So do you want to see what I have so far?"
"Not yet, I'm wondering how to get something to eat. I can cook, but don't like to much."
"Yeah, I know what you mean, mom taught me the basics, but I'd still rather eat her cooking than do it myself."
"Yeah, I'll go raid the fridge in my apartment, got any idea what might be in there?"
"Cold cuts mostly. There's good bread in the bread keeper next to the fridge."
"Cold sandwiches on a day like today doesn't sound too great to me."
"Me neither, we usually call over to Ash's Place, or one of the other mall restaurants, but I'm pretty sure they're closed today, out of necessity. It's not the first time weather has closed the mall, but that's the only thing that does."
"I guess I could make some kind of pan fried or nuked sandwiches."
"Pan fried would be good, microwaves tend to make good meat rubbery."
"Yeah, that's a fact."
"I'll go see what I can scare up, then I'll bring it in to you."
"No, bring it here and let me know, I don't like food in the computer room, the crumbs or what not might get into sensitive parts of the equipment, the hardware oh, you know what I mean."
"Don't worry about it."
Force of habit, Ash likes to mess with everything I say."
"Yeah she does that. I'll holler when I have it ready."
"Use the intercom, the computer room is soundproofed, I won't hear you holler."
"Good to know." Lisa drains the last of that cup, but leaves the cup by the coffee maker as she heads upstairs to see what she can find to fix for a meal. She does take the stairs, talking with Robert has taken a little of her blues away, she hopes a little bit of exercise will take away more.
Chapter 9
It's been four boring days, but now it's over. Lisa got what information Robert could dig up, it's all been emailed to Frank. Right now, she is at the airport in Birmingham, checking over her chopper, making sure it's ready to fly. The engine hour counter shows it's been run about a half an hour more than when she left, just about the right amount for the mechanics here to check and tune the twin engines. Since they were in great shape, they wouldn't take much more than that, but since the bird had been sitting a while before her hop, she wanted it fully checked out. She can never be too careful with the maintenance on choppers, or any aircraft for that matter, but it's a little less worrisome in winged craft, they can always glide to a safe landing, maybe a crash landing, but one she could walk away from. Her primary focus now, as always, is what's called the Jesus nut, how it got that name is open to debate, but since it's the large nut that holds the rotors on, it doesn't take much imagination to figure out how it got such a name. If it should come loose, Jesus is the only one that could save the occupants, without rotors, there's no auto rotation or anything to keep the thing from falling from the sky like a smoking meteorite.
Everything checks out, so she gets in, spools up the engines then hits the igniter switch when they're up to speed. As soon as the engines fire, one of the mechanics disconnects the auxiliary power unit for her.
Lisa makes the short hop to the hospital, but has to wait for the Flight for Life chopper to land then be moved aside. As she expected, once she's landed, her bird is moved to the edge of the pad, and the Flight for Life chopper is put back in ready status by the ground crew.
The same guards are on duty again today, so she doesn't have to badge them. She thinks it funny that this time they're backing way the hell up as she strolls through the door. Maybe they've heard what happened the other day, by now it's probably a wild tale, not nearly the truth of it. She continues on to the information desk.
The same lady in the pink smock is working at the information desk. She's smiling wide as Lisa approaches. "Good afternoon, Miss Jenkins. How are you doing today?"
"I'm fine, the question on my mind is how Fred Sheriff Ramsey is doing?"
"I think he's doing great, I made a point to keep a check on him. For specifics, you'll have to speak with his team of specialists, but he seems to be doing quite well, considering he was nearly dead a few days ago."
"Great, can I see him?"
"I wouldn't tell you no on a bet, but let me check to see where he is, I think they moved him out of ICU this morning." As the lady turns to type on her keyboard, Lisa notes her name is Gladys Shultz. How a black woman got a name like that, Lisa can't fathom. Odd, until now I hadn't paid any attention at all to her color, why now? I wonder, was that SOB I took down a peg or two a closet racist, is that why she and he were at odds with each other? This ole gal doesn't look like the type to put up with it. Well maybe, she is from the older generation, I don't know, maybe she would put up with a bit of it, she's probably had to her whole life. She doesn't have a discernible southern accent either, maybe a little, but hell, I've lived in the area long enough to pick up more of one than she's got. Oh well, whatever, no time to wonder about that now.
"Oh here it is, yes, he's been moved into a private room, on the twentieth floor, the VIP floor, I take it you had something to do with that?"
"Yes, of course, nothing but the best available."
"Just ask at the nurses station on that floor, they don't have the room number entered yet."
"They won't, that's just a precaution. He should also have a security person by his door."
"The men from his department are covering that, for some reason they don't want to let our security or the local police handle it."
"I get that, you wouldn't understand."
"I understand a lot more than you may think."
"I didn't mean to imply you were stupid or something, it's a brothers in arms type of thing."
"Honey, I was an Army nurse years ago, I still remember how that is."
"Oh, okay. Is his team of doctors available, or did they fly to an undisclosed location."
"The surgeon and his staff have left, but the team of doctors, nurses and therapists overseeing his recovery are around somewhere, check with the nurse's station there, they'll know. Frankly, some of them are a bit put out that you don't seem to think they're good enough. Others are happy they don't have more work to do."
"Good enough wasn't the question, I called for the best."
"Don't tell them that, that would really tick them off, they like to think they're the best, since they have the cushy jobs on the VIP floor."
"Yeah, I get that too. Where are the nearest elevators?"
"The only elevators for public use that go to that floor are in the south wing, follow the signs over there. For some reason, access is restricted to that floor."
"It would be, that's a good thing."
"Just tell the security guards who you are, they've already been given a word of warning, they'll be polite, though maybe not too sweet. They're kind of put out that the sheriff's people think they're not good enough either."
"It has nothing to do with that. Say, Gladys, not for nothin' but how did you get the name Shultz, is that your married name?"
"No, honey, I've never been married. It's a long story that goes all the way back to the days of slavery, lets not discuss it now."
"Yeah, this is neither the time or place for that discussion. Have a great day."
"You too, Miss Jenkins."
"It's Lisa, please."
"Okay Lisa, have a good visit with your man."
"I don't know how good it will be, I'll hate seeing him like that."
"Yeah, he won't like you seeing him at his most vulnerable either, but I think you'll both deal with it all right."
"Probably so, later." Lisa turns to follow the signs. I didn't know I was going to have to go for a hike, I would have worn my hiking boots.
Chapter 10
To get on these special elevators, everyone must show ID. Her badge and ID make the security guard cringe, he's obviously an ex-military man that knows what such a badge means. He accompanies her into the elevator, inserts and turns a key, then pushes the button for the twentieth floor.
The guard says nothing as the elevator rises, when the door opens he walks her past the guard station here by the elevators. The fact there are four elevators on this level, but only one on the ground level puzzles Lisa a bit, but not enough to bother asking about it.
At the nurse's station, Lisa asks if she can see Sheriff Ramsey now. She's hung her badge from her pocket, they take some notice of it, but don't seem to know how big of deal it is to have one like that. They direct her to room 2005. Her escort sees her to the door of the suite, where she says hello to Tony Alston, an older deputy that is good friends with Fred. "Hi Tony, how's Fred doing?"
"He's got it made now, plenty of good-looking nurses to take care of only him. They give him sponge baths and massages, quite the life, actually. By the way, thanks for seeing that he got the best care you could find. The nurses are great here, but the doctors, well, we'll talk another time, I know you must be anxious to see Fred."
"I sure am, I may have to fire these good-looking nurses, they might beat my time."
"Your time maybe, but they'd get their asses beat, and so would Fred, when he was up to it."
"Probably so, but he better not be up to it with any of them."
Tony chuckles, "He might like that, but I think it'll be a while before he would give anything of the kind any serious consideration."
"Yep, we'll talk later."
"Yep."
Fred is in the bed, the back part is up, he's sort of looking at the TV, but his eyes are droopy. He seems a little out of it. It's probably whatever pain meds he's getting.
Lisa looks around before she gets close to the bed, it's a fancy room, with nice wallpaper, art on the walls, lamps on the night tables, and area rugs on ceramic tiled floors. This room is done in muted blue tones, it's quite nice, nicer than most hotel rooms, except for very high priced ones.
As she gets close to the bed, the movement catches Fred's droopy eyes, he looks her way, she speaks first, "Hey, big boy, you could have cancelled our date with a phone call, you didn't have to get shot to get out of it."
"Know that. Thank for vest save me."
"It almost didn't I'll have to get you some long underwear made of that stuff."
"Good idea hope no next time."
Fred's fairly coherent, but is speaking the words one by one, most of the time, it's not a fun way to have a conversation. Lisa now realizes any serious conversation will have to wait for another time. A mature, but pretty for her age nurse pushes a wheelchair into the room. Tony would think she's pretty, since he's a mature sort too, I guess she is for her age. "Sorry miss, I'll have to ask you to go to the cafeteria on this floor or something, if you want to wait. I need to take the sheriff for some tests.
"How long will it be?"
"A couple of hours, minimum."
"Oh, I can't stay that long." Lisa leans over to give Fred a quick kiss, then helps the nurse get him into the chair. He can help a little, with his one good leg, the other is in some kind of immobilizing cast, but not the usual kind. This one has Velcro straps holding it on, it can be taken off to change the bandages that are undoubtedly underneath it.
They walk out with Lisa in the lead for now. Fred tries to be a bit funny, "I would follow that butt any where."
"I'll remember you said that, when we get you better and out of here. Lisa gives him another kiss at the elevators, the guard here accompanies her down, while Fred, Tony and the nurse use one of the other elevators. I suppose the other elevators are to get patients to surgery, and tests and what not, nothing on the first floor though, that's where I thought most of that was maybe not. Then again, the other side of the elevators could have doors that open to the first floor, access is restricted that way, but they would still have easy access for the patients and staff. Oh well, I guess I should get my mind back on this strange case, I built up my nerve for a long serious talk for nothing. It'll still have to be done, but not when Fred is so drugged up, he probably wouldn't remember it if we did. With him speaking so slowly, that would be a much longer discussion than I want, that's for sure.
Lisa checks her copter, then eyes the clearances closely, there's nothing close enough to it to worry about, so she spools up the engines using battery power, rather than asking for the auxiliary power unit, or having them move the Flight for Life chopper. She thinks again as she waits for the spool up to ignition speed about buying another chopper for her area, and hiring people to man it. It seems like a good way to use some of the cash I took from the rotten scum, after I had to face down the bastards they sent after me.
Chapter 11
The flight home doesn't take all that long, but she's not fond of landing at her place, what she still calls Silver's place. It's a long drive back into town from there on crummy roads. Instead, she lands her bird in the rear parking lot of the City Hall, Sheriff's office, courthouse, and county jail, it's all in one rather small building, in this sparsely populated, poor county. The county and city employees come outside to see who landed in what, when they see her, they simply wave then go back inside. Nobody in this town gives her any static about anything anymore, not only does her rep as a fighter get her respect, being tight with the sheriff probably means more to these folks.
Lisa checks in with the sheriff's office, the only person available here now is the dispatcher. She dispatches the city's two road work crews, the county's two crews, and ten of the twenty sheriff's cars, the ten that work this part of the county. There are more crews and the other ten sheriff's cars in the other end of the county, but she's not in charge of those. Since Frank or anyone connected to the case isn't available now, she decides to go home, probably to get a nap, since she feels emotionally drained.
Lisa walks the few blocks to her shop, which is open for business, such as that business is, more often than not it's somebody dropping an animal off, not someone looking for a somewhat used pet. Puppies and kittens abound in the area, the shop gets their fair share of those, too, but unless somebody wants an older animal, or some of the more exotic creatures they sometimes get, not many go anywhere until places can be dug up for them.
Lisa walks in the front door, Ollie notices her first, "Awk, couldn't stay away, huh baby? Awk." This gets Martha's attention, she's behind the counter, a good-looking older gent is in front of her. They both look her way, somewhat red faced as if they're teenagers caught making out, though all Lisa saw was the two of them talking. Lisa waves and nods hello, then takes the front stairs up to her apartment. Before she's half a flight up the stairs, Rowdy is beside her, with Spike riding on his big shoulders. It's so cute that she has to stop to pet them, while still in the middle of the flight of stairs.
She needs a nap before she tries to do anything else, the trip wasn't so hard or long, but the mental preparations for her talk that never happened, and being worried yet bored for three days took a toll on her mind, not so much her body.
Chapter 12
It's early, since she went to bed so early, Lisa woke up extremely early for her, it's only five, and she's already showered, dressed, made the coffee downstairs, and fed the animals, except for Ollie, she almost always leaves him until last, his comments can be hard to take first thing in the morning, but then if he wasn't that way, she'd miss it, and did when he straightened up for a while after her last debacle.
Lisa puts his morning ration of seeds in his dish, "Awk, not again baby, it's too early. Awk."
"I'm with ya on that one Ollie, it is too damn early for anything, but I'm up, so there it is."
"Awk, go back to sleep, baby, your husband isn't due home for hours yet. Awk."
Rowdy and Spike have finished their breakfast, so they trot into the front. "Woof, woof."
"Yip yap."
"Awk, I was wrong. Awk, hello sir, and little mister, would you like to buy a vacuum cleaner? Awk."
Hmm, that's a new one, maybe the previous owner was an ex-sailor that took up selling vacuums? I don't know one of these days I'm going to find out who the hell owned him where he learned all these rude lines. Not today, though, that's for sure.
Well hell, I don't have much of anything to do now, as far as the shop business is concerned, we don't have any puppies or kittens to play with at the moment, I guess that's a good thing. In fact, other than the animals we've had for a while, we don't have any. I suppose that will change come spring, then we'll be inundated with kittens, puppies, left over Easter bunnies, and who knows what. Oh well, that's what we're here for, to find homes for unwanted animals, whether that home is with us or elsewhere.
With none of her normal business to do, Lisa decides to look over the material Robert was able to find, once again. I have a hunch that what I need to know is in that info somewhere. I only need to root it out, and put my curious, trained investigator's mind to it. Maybe now that I know Fred will survive, I can see it more clearly.
Lisa uses the front stairs to go up to her apartment to retrieve the info. She uses the front stairs, so as not to go past Martha's door, she and her gentleman caller, as Martha prefers to call them, might be busy yet again. I never have figured how she gets so much action at her age, she's all right to look at, I suppose, but no young beauty contestant like the TV says older guys go for. I should be so lucky when I'm her age, hell, I should be so lucky now, but with Fred messed up for who knows how long, that's not gonna happen anytime soon.
Lisa returns to the shop floor, using the front stairs again, going past Ollie, but for once, he's so busy with his seeds he doesn't say anything, rude or otherwise. She puts the info on the kitchen style table, gets a large mug of coffee, sugars it a bit, then starts going over the printed information for about the tenth time. There's too much info to make sense out of now. She puts in one of the discs, using the large security monitor to view it on. It's not as large a monitor as what Robert had, but it will do.
Lisa looks at the disc's contents list, something Robert did to make them easier to sort through. This isn't the disc she wants, so she takes it out of the player, then shuffles through the discs until she finds the one she wants, puts it in, then skips to the picture she wants to look at, the enhanced, enlarged version of the tattoo on the wrist of the man that shot Jeff. She looks at it, then at the tattoos of two groups, one a white supremacist group, a loosely knit bunch with their supposed headquarters in the backwoods of Idaho. They're so poorly organized and widespread, that if the perps are members of this group, it will be hell to track them down, but I would take them all on, if only for being the assholes they are. I can't stand that bullshit.
The other group that uses a tattoo that's very similar, is an officially unnamed and unknown black ops unit. Robert has ways of tracking things down, though as far as she knows he doesn't use those special chips she gave to Ash, after settling the last mess. Why he wouldn't, she doesn't get, but security for them would require a bunker, not an office building, that could be the reason. How he finds things that are supposed to be well-hidden secrets still amazes her, though it shouldn't, she knows what he can do.
This black ops group started as an assemblage of elite special forces types from various branches of service, doing the dirty work for various agencies, not the least of which are the CIA and NSA. The circle of chopped up snake parts around a fancy cross could mean something else entirely to these perps, but it's one of only a few clues she has at the moment. She goes back and forth between the three photos, then decides to put them on split screen, she's not as adept at that sort of thing as Robert, but after a couple of tries, she gets it done. As far as she can tell, Robert is correct, it could be either group, both, or none, the picture of the perp's tattoo simply isn't at the proper angle to tell for sure. When Jeff is up to it, maybe he can shed some light on it, so to speak.
She has a hunch these guys aren't the special ops group, their choice of weapons seems to lead to that conclusion, though they are fairly skilled at taking the banks down fast, it doesn't seem to be the way a special ops team would do it. They damn well should be skilled at it, apparently this group, or else similar groups working with the same methods, has robbed over fifty banks, all of them small, though not always in small towns. They might hit a small bank in a large city, but never a large bank where the security might be tougher.
The next picture she looks at is the enhancement of the reflection. All she or Robert could tell from the picture is that it's a large, black SUV, probably a Chevy, but that's not certain. The man behind the wheel is wearing a cowboy hat, with semi-long light-brown hair sticking out from under it. He's got on sunglasses, and has a full, thick beard and mustache. The dark beard for sure, and probably the long brown hair are disguises, but maybe the beard isn't fake, it could be a beard grown to be a disguise. One way or the other, the dark black beard doesn't look right with the light brown hair at all. There was no way to do any kind of facial recognition on that picture, the obvious reason for the beard and sunglasses. I'll get this bastard somehow, though he only drove the getaway vehicle, he's as deep in it as the rest, to my way of thinking.
Lisa keeps at it for several hours, but is getting nowhere. A little after nine, the ringing phone gets her attention. "Pet Recyclers, this is Lisa."
"Lisa, it's Frank, say, does your bird have enough fuel in it to get to Heflin, Alabama?"
"I don't know, I don't have a clue as to where Heflin is. Why do you ask?"
"It just came over the wire, there's a bank robbery there that's turned into a hostage situation. From what little info I have, it could be the same guys that shot Fred and Jeff."
"How far away is Heflin?"
"I don't know by air, but by road it's about seventy five miles from Birmingham, almost exactly half way between Birmingham and Atlanta."
"Yeah, I hardly burned any fuel flying here from the hospital, I'll be there in a few minutes."
"I'll send a car, bring some of your heavy weapons, the local police there may need them, or we might. They wouldn't have anything like that on hand. If this is our guys, I have no problem putting their sorry asses in the dirt."
"Amen to that, give me five minutes, then have the car pull up in back."
"Rodger that."
Now Lisa is glad she had the down time while she was in Denver, she washed her clothes that she had with her, more for something to do than anything else. That bag is still packed. She runs up the back stairs, grabs the bag then runs back down. She goes outside, to open the double locked cellar that she had made over into her small armory. She drags out some belt fed, hand held large caliber machine guns, two fifty-caliber Browning machine guns, two break down ASA fifty sniper rifles, plus two Thompson sub-machine guns. She includes a number of the Dragon Skin bulletproof vests, they take hits without feeling like a damn mule's kicking, so they might be handy if in fact it comes down to a firefight.
Deputy Collins is waiting in back, so she solicits his help to load it and plenty of ammo in the luggage area of his issue Ford Excursion. All the police vehicles are new and armored with the new lightweight armor, a gift to the county from Lisa. By giving them to the sheriff's county wide, it somewhat disguised the fact she wanted Fred in one, her main reason for being so generous, the other reason is that she can afford to be, so she is.
Within minutes they're loaded up, then sail the few blocks to the county building. Deputy Collins loads things in the luggage area and rear seats while Lisa checks out her bird. Frank joins her, with a paper in hand. He waits in the co-pilot's seat for her to make her checks, which she does as quickly as possible. She gets in, buckles up, makes sure the area is clear of people, then starts the engines spooling up to speed with battery power. As soon as she can, she fires the engines, glad now she had them tuned. She goes down her preflight checklist quickly but thoroughly, this is no time to mess up some small detail that might cause big problems later. That's the reason almost all pilots use the checklists, no matter how experienced they are.
Lisa pilots the bird straight up then begins flying in a generally eastern direction. Frank shows her the paper, it has the coordinates on it, so she programs them into the navigation unit. The only time she'll need clearance is in certain areas over Birmingham, but she has a Federal ID number that will take care of that small problem.
They fly without talking much, the headsets allow it in the noisy bird, but it's still not the best. Each of them is lost in their own thoughts, both of them halfway hope this is the perps they want, and halfway hoping isn't, because if it is, they've demonstrated they have no qualms about piling up dead bodies all over the place.
Chapter 13
Lisa lands the bird in the middle of the cordoned off street, near the bank, but down the street enough to be out of any direct lines of fire. She puts her badge on her breast pocket, most of the guys will be looking there anyway, so they'll see it first. Frank gets with the local police chief and sheriff, to discuss where to set up the heavy weapons.
Lisa takes off the badge long enough to put on a dragon skin vest, and a helmet made of similar material as her thin vest, but with padding so a shot to it won't ring her chimes. She puts the badge on her pants pocket now, still in plain sight, because there's no place on the vest to hang it.
Lisa hangs a satchel to her left side, it's full of extra mags for all her weapons plus a few flashbangs and frag grenades. With a Thompson full-auto capable machine gun hung from it's sling around her neck, she gets briefed on the situation from the sheriff's tactical commander, an older man, with a sergeant's demeanor, but he must have the rank of something akin to a general in this small force, he orders this one here, that one there, and they do it, no questions asked.
"It's like this, we don't know too damn much of anything. We don't know for sure how many perps are inside, or how many hostages. They won't pick up a damn phone in fact they have them all off the hook now, after we tried a couple of times. That's not like the run of the mill hostage takers, usually, they're looking for some kind of deal."
"I take it you have all exits covered?"
"Of course we do."
"Shit, I can't imagine what they're waiting for. Has anyone been shot yet?"
"Not that we know of, but we can't get a look inside, we tried tapping into the camera feeds, they're all disabled, they probably did that first thing long before the alarm was triggered."
"Do you know how the alarm was triggered? I mean was it an employee, or something automatic?"
"We think a teller hit her foot switch, it's for sure the alarm that the employee's use, we know that much. When it's the automatic one, we get a readout, the automatic one tends to send out false alarms."
"Okay damn, this makes no sense."
"You've got that shit right. I can't figure out why they aren't trying to deal their way out, deal down the charges, something or another."
"Me neither, it makes me think they're working on a way out you don't have covered."
"We've got all the windows and doors covered, the bank is on a concrete slab, so there's no way to tunnel out, what could they do?"
"No telling, but they obviously have a backup plan."
"Your guess is as good as mine about that."
The ground shaking under their feet accompanies a muted explosion. Lisa cocks her Thompson, "I'm going in, give me five minutes, then come in after me. There are more of these vests in my chopper, see that everybody on the entry team has one on."
"Rodger the hell out of that."
The front door is locked, so a quick blast with her Thompson shatters the glass, and perforates the door shade. Lisa tosses in a flash bang, then steps through the remains of the shade, over the glass fragments from the tempered glass. She's ready to blast any threat, but there are no targets or hostages, nobody in the main room of the bank. She cautiously moves forward, eyes roving, head moving, in a crouched position, looking for anything moving. She finds nothing in the vault except the remains of the safety deposit boxes. They've cleared out everything, the cash and whatever was in the boxes.
In the back, in what would be the break room, she finds the hostages, duct taped and zip tied to chairs. There are about twelve hostages in all. She leaves them tied for now, in case one is a sleeper like in the bank where Fred got shot. In the hallway just beyond the break room, there is a large hole in the floor, all the way through the concrete, through some dirt, into a tunnel of some kind. Lisa listens closely, she can hear the fading sounds of some kind of ATV vehicles in the tunnel. They're headed southeast, as best she can tell. Rather than try to follow on foot, she meets the assistant chief as his team enters the bank. "I thought you said there were no tunnels under this bank?"
"Not that I knew of. The plans say it's on a slab, that's all I know."
"These guys blasted through to a tunnel of some sort, and had ATV's waiting. They kept you at bay until they could drill and blow through. They had to be in here for a long time, long before the alarm went off, they cleaned out the safety deposit boxes, as well as the cash. That had to take some time."
"True, I don't know what the hell happened then. How many hostages were there?"
"Eleven or twelve, I'm not exactly sure."
"That's only the employees then. They must have taken them hostage as they came in, and kept the bank closed, how they got in before anyone else without setting off the alarms then is a wonder to me."
"These guys are pros, hell, when they were close to being ready to go, they might have set the alarm off themselves, I'll bet nearly every officer in the county is here now?"
"Not all, but all within the immediate vicinity."
"Yeah, that tracks. So, where could that tunnel lead?"
"I'm not from around here originally, I spent most of my life in the military. Ask somebody that grew up around here, they might know. Hey, Henry, come here."
"Yes sir."
"You were raised around here, weren't you?"
"Yes sir."
"Do you know of any tunnels that might happen to run under this bank?
"Yes sir, there's some very old storm drain tunnels under the area, parts of them were used as the underground railroad back before the war between the states, or so we were told, I couldn't swear to that. I know they're old, we used to play in them sometimes as kids, against what our parents told us. I believe parts of the system are still functional."
"Where would they go from here, more importantly, if our perps are using them, where would they take them?"
"Only two ways to go, sir, northwest or southeast. I understand the tunnels get smaller to the northwest, impassible to anything but water, but I couldn't swear to that either."
"Quit covering your butt, I won't hold you to it being correct without solid intel. So, southeast leads to the river?"
"No sir, to the old creek bed. That creek only exists during storms. Eventually it gets to the river. The town barred and locked all those entrances years ago."
"Any group that can blow holes through reinforced concrete and packed dirt won't have any trouble with barred doors and old locks. Would you say that would be the easiest way out?"
"No way to know for sure sir. Rumor has it there were ways down to it from various old buildings, but I don't think any of those buildings still exist. They'd have to blow their way through in reverse to get out anywhere else, unless they've already got something else arranged, as slick as this group is, that's likely."
The commander nods his head, "That's a fact, take six men, follow the tunnel southeast as far as you can, cautiously. They should be way ahead of you, but they might have left booby traps behind, I would if it was me. Take anybody that's got bomb disposal experience with you."
"I did a couple of tours as a ordnance disposal tech, I can handle it."
"Take anybody else with experience too, it might take more than one guy to find and safe whatever they left behind. Be careful, I'd rather they get away than lose a man."
"Rodger that, sir." Henry moves away to pick out his team. Apparently, unlike the commander, he already knows what skills these guys have.
Lisa asks the commander, "Got anyone else that knows the area well?"
"Not in here, let's step outside, I'll see who's around." Lisa follows the commander outside. In a moment, he barks at a young man in a sheriff's uniform. "Anderson, get over here." The commander doesn't seem to care that he's not in charge of the sheriffs, the young man isn't going to worry about it right now either.
"Yes sir?"
"You know the area fairly well around here, don't you?"
"Yes sir."
"Go with this lady, she's a Presidential Investigator, in case you don't recognize the badge, so don't give her any lip, answer her questions the best you can."
"Yes sir."
Lisa nods to the commander, Anderson falls in beside her as she struts back to her bird. Frank has already heard what's going on, so he's collected the weapons. He has the rear doors latched back, a harness system set up for each side, and a 7.62 millimeter belt fed machine gun hanging from bungee cords on each side. Another officer, a sheriff for this county, is helping him finish up.
"Ready to go Frank? I don't think these are the guys we want, but lets get the bastards anyway."
"Have they killed anyone?"
"Not that I'm aware of."
"Okay, then we'll try to take them alive, if we can. If they fire at us, all bets are off."
"That's for sure. You really didn't need to set up those machine guns, I have a fifty, a twenty mike-mike cannon, and rockets in my pods here under the bird. You didn't think they were there for decoration, did you?"
"No, but they're so large, you'd pretty much have to blow these dudes plumb up. I thought the 7.62 is large enough, but not so big that it'll blow big holes in things, only small holes."
"Good thinking, lets get in the air. We have an idea where they might come out."
Frank looks across to the officer that was helping, he's finished setting up the one on the other side. "You goin' with us, Eddie?"
"You can bet your ass on that."
Lisa gives the bird a quick check, primarily the Jesus nut, then gets strapped in the pilot's seat. Anderson takes the copilot's seat. Eddie and Frank get themselves into harnesses, but belt into the rear seats for the lift off. When she can, she fires the engines, lets them warm a bit, then pilots the bird straight up at a fast speed. Anderson hollers out, "Whoa, we have to go down to get my stomach."
Lisa chuckles at that. She gains about a thousand feet of altitude, then points the bird to the southeast. "Okay Anderson, you're on this ride for a reason, show me where this creek bed where the old storm system lets out."
"Okay, go a bit more southerly, not so much east."
Rodger that."
Chapter 14
"There they are, coming out of that tunnel in the middle! Gain some altitude, if we spook them now, they'll scatter, we'll never round them all up. Jeesh, one, two, three, --looks like a dozen men on as many ATVs to me."
Lisa knows Anderson is right, so she does what he so excitedly ordered. Normally, she wouldn't let him order her around, but when he's right, he's right. She gains altitude, but isn't moving forward, she counts the guys on ATV's for herself. Anderson's quick count was close, there are eleven, no twelve is right, there's one more coming out of the tunnel now.
Lisa gets the bird going slowly forward, soon the guys on the ATV's get out of the creek bed to follow a trail into a wooded area. She stays high but goes a little faster, to get ahead of the ATV's, while she wonders where they might be going. They can't stay on the ATV's for long, though in this small burg, guys riding ATV's on the streets wouldn't normally arouse any suspicion at all, right now it would draw cops down on them like flies on shit.
Anderson is the first to speak, though everyone in the bird sees the cabin at about the same time, "I'll bet they're going to that cabin. Maybe not in the cabin itself, but they'll load up in those big honkin' SUV's. I'll wager they leave the ATV's and trailers behind for now, since they have to know every cop in the area will be looking for ATV's."
"Good guess, Anderson. We'll see, but I think they'll just wait it out here at this cabin, notice the new propane tanks, and the generator sitting outside? They won't need to move out until the heat's died down, I'll bet that's their plan."
"Five bucks they head on out?"
"You're on, but make it your five to my fifty."
"Deal!"
As they watch from two thousand feet up, the ATV riders stop at the cabin. Half a dozen load some of the loot and themselves into two of the SUV's, the other half go inside the cabin."
Lisa shrugs at Anderson, "I guess we have to call that a draw."
"I suppose so. Follow the SUV's, I'll put the radio on our frequency, our guys can handle them."
"Tell them to be damn careful, we don't know what these guys might do if cornered. Get some making their way into that woods, too. Tell them to surround the cabin, but not to enter it."
"Rodger that." Lisa hears the conversation Anderson has with the sheriff in her headset.
They follow the SUV's out to a major road for around here, but not the freeway that passes by a few miles outside of town. Anderson is talking to the cops on the ground, giving them directions. Soon five police vehicles, all SUV's, are gaining ground on the perps. The perps floor it, their SUV's take off like rockets, way faster than a stock one is capable of. Lisa decides to get in front of them, but has a hard time doing that, these guys are really flying, and taking corners better than most cars can, way better than any SUV ever was capable of. By cutting across, she's able to drop down to get in front of them momentarily, but they sail on by before she can bring the guns to bear.
Lisa is at a loss for what to do, so she does the only thing she can think of, she gains some altitude and gets the chopper flying forward for all it's worth, about one hundred and eighty miles per hour with the new Pratt and Whitney engines.
If the perps hadn't had to slow to negotiate the on ramp to the freeway, I'd never have caught them, they must be capable of doing two hundred miles an hour or more. Hell of a deal for what appear to be stock SUV's. She now notices that the vehicles are now setting low to the ground, not high like they were in the woods. Well, that explains part of it.
She's not going to be able to keep up, the ordinary police vehicles don't stand a chance, so she cuts across a sweeping curve in the freeway, for an instant the bird is in front of them. She fires half a dozen rockets, not at the vehicles, but at the roadway. She'll probably have to pay for repairing it, but that's no big deal to her these days. The SUV's skid, then go through the bar pit, they get on the highway with oncoming traffic long enough to get around the mess she made, then get back on the freeway going the proper direction. Now the locals probably won't be able to catch up either. Damn it, who the hell are these guys? They've certainly planned ahead. Nothing I can do now but follow along as long as my fuel holds out.
That's not good enough, she can't let them get away, so she thinks for a moment. She brings the fifty calibers online. She fires a long burst, walking the hits up to the rear of the rear SUV. The rounds do nothing, the damn thing is armored and has run-flat tires or something of the sort. Damn something's strange here, these assholes spent way more on their vehicles and equipment than they could possibly get from such a small bank, safety deposit boxes included.
Lisa switches over to the twenty-millimeter cannon. This does little either. She fires rockets, a bit low, so they go under the vehicle before they explode. Success! The rear one is stopped. Shit, the other one is doubling back, what the hell is that coming out the top of it? A perp is standing in the roof hatch aiming something her way, "Shit, a stinger!" Lisa pulls back on the stick, and up on the cyclic, trying to slow her forward progress and gain altitude at the same time. She jinks left and right, then drops down behind a hill, the Stinger rocket can't make that maneuver, it plows into the hill then explodes.
"That's it, when they start firing on us, no more playtime." Lisa brings the bird back around, while the perps are picking up their compadres and tossing in the loot from the disabled SUV, she lets go with everything she's got on the bird, all the remaining rockets, half the available fifty cal ammo, and all of the Twenty millimeter rounds. Frank and his partner on the machine guns in the doors join in, probably not doing much but having a little target practice. When the smoke blows away, there's nobody left alive down at the SUV's, though the vehicles themselves are in pretty good shape, considering what they went through. Lisa lands the bird in the middle of the highway, since her rockets earlier blocked it off, it's not a problem. There are lots of lookie-loos on the other side of the freeway, but they're not causing anything more than a minor traffic slow down.
"Grab their loot, let the other boys sort the bodies out, I don't want their loot left laying around for anyone that passes by to grab."
Frank and Anderson take care of that small chore, then Lisa heads to the small airport near town, she's got to get fueled, and check her bird closer, that can be done there.
Within ten minutes, she's at the airport, getting fueled as a top priority, she used her badge to get the priority. Ordinarily she wouldn't, but there is a real hurry this time. She has no idea what's going on with the perps back at the cabin.
Chapter 15
Lisa lands the bird in a clearing at least half a mile away from the cabin. It's the only place reasonably close, and safe, the creek bed was closer, but that's too close, they would definitely hear her land, and possibly try to get to the chopper to use it as a getaway vehicle.
Lisa, Frank, Anderson, and the other officer, start humping the extra weapons and ammo towards the cabin. Frank finally bothers to introduce her to his helper, she finds out his name is Eddie Smith, or Smitty to most everyone, he's a big, muscular dark-skinned man that looks like he fits the name, or maybe the name fits him. Lisa can imagine him with a huge hammer in one hand and piece of hot iron held in tongs, beating the iron into submission, he could certainly do it.
It takes a little time to hump the weaponry to the cabin, then disperse it among the officers and deputies, and now some state patrolmen too. The officers have the place surrounded, but are staying back in the woods a bit, so the perps don't know they're surrounded yet.
After some discussion with Frank, the Commander, the Sheriff, the State Patrol captain, and the chief of police, they still can't come up with a workable plan. Lisa has one idea, but like most plans having to do with getting up close and personal with the perps, it's risky. Since her Presidential Investigator badge gives her the top authority, she decides she'll do it her way, as if she would do it any other way, badge or not. She explains her plan, borrows a small two-way radio then sneaks around to the rear corner of the cabin where a portable generator is humming away. She sneaks up, keeping her eyes on the cabin, then looks down long enough to find the off switch. She turns it off then pulls the key out of the switch. Lisa steps back into the brush, sinking down as much as possible on her haunches, ready to spring up at any moment.
Like Lisa thought, in a few minutes, one of the perps strolls out the back door. He looks around some, but not a lot. He probably thinks the generator simply ran out of gas. He grabs a five-gallon can from a shed then strolls over to the generator. As he bends over to check it, Lisa springs up and forward as if she's a big hungry cat swooping in on its prey. She lands the butt of her pistol on the side of this perp's head, he's out as he can be. Lisa drags him off into the bushes, where some of the others take charge of him.
She waits again hunkered down, ready to spring. This time, two guys come out the back door, they're looking around cautiously, while holding, the folding stock versions of AR-15's at the ready position. They might be more than she can handle alone, so she waits for now. When they find the key missing, and their partner nowhere around, one of them speaks softly to the other, "I smell a rat, a big fat police rat. Lets get the hell out of here, let the others face whatever happens."
His partner nods, "Sounds like a plan to me, I'll wager there's no big payoff like we were promised, only a bullet or a jail cell, lets boogie." The two perps start sneaking through the woods, soon Lisa hears a couple of "oof's" and the sound of bodies hitting the forest floor. Three down, three to go. Maybe the others will come on out too? No, I doubt it, they'll smell a rat too. Oh well, we got half of them without a shot fired. I hope the rest of my plan works to some degree. She puts in the key, fills the generator, then restarts it. Lisa whispers into the small radio she borrowed, "Start the ruckus out front on my count, one two three go for it."
Out front, the few officers still on that side give the front of the cabin hell, they fire off the fifty caliber machine guns, the hand held machine guns, toss flashbangs, smoke and teargas grenades. As she wanted, three guys hit the back door at a full run, then head for the woods. Little did they know the woods in back are teeming with law enforcement officers. The three are subdued easily, they don't want to lose their lives for whatever deal they had going.
Lisa stands, she shuts the generator back off, for now, in case the house is booby trapped with devices that depend on electricity. As she's heading for the back door, a mountain of a man kicks the door open. He has a huge pistol in his hand, he levels it at her. He wasn't one of those in the bank, he's too big, he couldn't be one that went through hole to the tunnel. Lisa does the only smart thing, she freezes momentarily, waits for the hand cannon to come to a stop, then drops to the ground and rolls off to the side. A rifle barks, the mountain that walked will walk no more. He has a bullet hole in the middle of his mammoth head in the front, with some of his brains and blood splattered on the door behind where he had been standing only a split second ago.
Lisa looks back, waves a thank you to Frank, then steps over this bloody mountain to get inside the cabin. It's fairly dark inside, she wishes she'd remembered those high tech glasses, but she didn't, so she uses her Maglite and her pistol together to check the house thoroughly. There are no booby traps, from the amount of food and drinks stored everywhere there's a spare bit of room, these guys had planned on a long stay in this cabin. Seven guys, in a three-room cabin? That would get claustrophobic fast.
Lisa is sure this isn't the perps she wanted, these guys were too slick, too well organized, and had a completely different mode of operation. She collects Frank, with some help from a few other officers they hump the weapons back to her bird. Lisa fires it up, then pilots it straight up. Frank doesn't say a word until they're cruising toward Birmingham, he switches his headset to voice activated, "Did you get any idea what that mess was all about?"
"Nothing solid, I'm sure one of them, or all of them will talk. Apparently, they were going to wait for some big payoff, so it must have had more to do with what was in the safety deposit boxes than anything else."
"Yeah, there isn't enough cash in a bank that size to justify what they went through to get it. Of course, they're not going to pass it up, either."
"Yeah, that's the gist of what I got. We can find out more, later. I'm glad we could help, but I really wish it would have been the assholes we're looking for."
"Me too, Lisa, they're going to be hell to track down. Are you going to stop in Birmingham to see Fred?"
"Might as well."
"Yeah, that's what I thought."
"By the way, thanks for saving my ass back there, Frank."
"No biggie, I'm glad you knew what to do to get out of the way."
"A person often has to think fast in this line of work."
"That's a fact."
Chapter 16
The stop at the hospital was about worthless, Fred had to have more minor surgery done, so he was drugged up and out of it as he was being prepared for the surgery. This surgery was supposed to be minor, to repair some small thing they missed the first time, when his life was on the line. Now that he's up to it, they can take care of the finer details.
Lisa landed at the county building long enough to let Frank out, then flew on to Silver's. She's cleaning all the weapons now, whether they need it or not, just to give her hands something to do while she thinks the screwy case over. She'll be leaving the weapons in the chopper, so she won't have to grab them again. She has reloaded the rocket pods, and other built-in weapons, once they were checked and cleaned as well as possible without removing them from the bird, removing them is more of a job than she wanted right now. She's working on the handheld weapons now, they're much more relaxing to work on.
When they're done, though she's thought and thought, she still has no ideas about the case, not today's case -- she doesn't give a rat's ass about that, she wants Fred's shooters, and anyone behind them, if there are any. I wonder, are there two or more such groups? I'll have to check the info much closer to see it if that's the case. At the very least, there's got to be an advance man or two, to case the banks ahead of time, the fact they sometimes hit two banks in one day lends credence to that idea, but the banks they hit are close enough together it's possible they could case them, maybe days, weeks or months before the day they hit. Is there any significance to what days they hit? Are the banks as full of cash as they're going to get on those particular days? I haven't looked at that, or many of the things I would normally look at first. I guess the people that say a person can't investigate a case if they're too close to it are a little right, I've ignored all the usual things, going out on wild goose chases. I'm certainly not looking at it with a cold investigator's eyes. I'll have to if I'm ever going to get anywhere.
Lisa works on stowing the weapons in the chopper, in a way that makes them available, but not piled in the chopper any old which way. After a couple of hours, she has it all done. It's late now, she'll have to drive back to the shop in the dark, but that's not a problem. She could drive it with no lights on if she wanted to, since she's got the high-tech glasses in the truck. They have multi-vision technology, yet won't flare out when brighter lights hit them. The glasses look like expensive sunglasses, and can fill that role too. The main part of the electronics that makes them work is worn on the belt, in a box made to look like a cell phone, so when worn, it looks like the wearer has a cell bud in their ears, actually part of the built-in com unit. The glasses are so high tech, they can also record whatever the wearer sees, for closer perusal at a later time.
She wears them now, but will use her headlights, vehicles driving at night without any lights could be deemed a hazard to the other drivers, though the local sheriff's wouldn't give her any hassle about it, she doesn't want to attract adverse attention of any kind. Not attracting attention is a habit, more than anything else, one learned in the field.
Lisa makes sure the battery chargers are connected to all of her birds, and the Eurocopter has its fuel topped up. When that's done, she locks up the barn, turns on the security system then gets in her truck. She's hungry, but doesn't know if she has a lick of usable food in her place now, so she heads for Mac's Diner in Shelbycity.
Chapter 17
Lisa wakes to a big wet tongue licking one side of her face, and a tiny one licking the other side. "All right you two, I'm awake, go downstairs and wait for me. I'll be down in a few minutes. I have to make a stinky."
"Rrrrrowfff."
"Yappp yap." Both dogs take off as if they had jet engines up their butts, they're not going to stay around for a big stinky. If Lisa could figure out a way to do it without her being around for it, she wouldn't either. The dogs taking off like that makes her chuckle slightly, "Well boys, at least I haven't had any sauerkraut lately, I only do that when I need to fumigate the place." She chuckles some more, then trots off to the bathroom to have that discussion with Mother Nature.
After a shower to remove any residual stink, Lisa gets dressed in her usual manner then takes the front stairs down to the shop floor. "Awk, hey sweet britches, you slept late, did I wear you out? Awk."
"Shut up Ollie."
"Awk, shut up Ollie, Awk shut up Ollie."
As many times as he's heard that, it's about time he learned to say it, though some days I wish he would learn to do it, not say it.
Lisa treks to the back room, heading for the coffee pot. Martha is sitting at the table, chugging coffee down, looking decidedly hung over, though she never drinks very much, only a little now and then, as the occasion arises, maybe things have been arising a lot lately, she definitely looks rode hard and put away wet, as the old saying goes. Lisa fills her cup, then refills Martha's. She sits for a few minutes, having a few sips of coffee before saying anything.
After a bit, Lisa asks, "Well, I've been busy the last couple of days, I haven't seen much of you. What's been going on?"
"Nothing much, as far as you're concerned, there are no new animals to be concerned about, the bills are paid, everything's fine here."
"Why do you look so hungover?"
"That my dear, is my business."
"That new man that good?"
"That's for me to know and you not to worry about."
"Martha, you always share, what's going on this time?"
"I don't feel like discussing it right now, that's all. Maybe later I'll give you the juicy details you seem to thrive on. The animals are fed, but I'm getting hungry, I think I'll go down to Connie's for lunch."
"Fix yourself up some first, you can't let your many boyfriends see you like that."
"Oh, I suppose you're right. How about you go get me some lunch to go. I don't have the energy to get fancied up."
"Lunch, oh shit, it's that late, I missed the whole morning, though these fancy beds usually mean I don't need to sleep so much."
"Honey, you didn't come in 'til nearly five, what do you expect of yourself?"
"Oh, I guess you're right. I got to gabbing with Mac at the diner, and lost all track of time."
"Yeah, you tend to do that. Now, get your butt down to Connie's, get me whatever the special of the day is, what is today, Thursday?"
"I think so, yeah."
"Meatloaf then, that'll do."
"Okay, I'll have mine there, so it will take a bit."
"That's fine, my tired old butt is staying planted by the coffee maker."
"All right."
Lisa gets up, goes upstairs to grab her backpack that suffices for a purse, and a light jacket, it is a little cool this time of year, late in November. Sometimes, it gets downright cold, but that has more to do with the humidity and the way it feels than the actual temperature. On her way out the front door, Ollie squawks, "Awk, leaving so soon baby? Awk."
"Shut up, Ollie."
"Awk, shut up Ollie, Awk shut up Ollie, awk." Lisa shakes her head at him as he often gets her to do, then goes out the front door. She notices that this one main street through town is devoid of any traffic at all, though it's not the highway that intersects down at the one stoplight, it's usually got some traffic on it in the middle of the day. She marches down the street to Connie's, but finds a note on the door. "Closed, have a happy Thanksgiving." Shit, I forgot all about it. Well, that's a hell of a note. We have nothing in the shop for a Thanksgiving meal that I know of. I wonder if that's why Mac made a point of telling me he'd be open today? I thought he was only flirting like usual. Well, we'll either have to drive to Mac's, or into Tuscaloosa or Columbus to find something open. In this tiny burg, the convenience stores close for most holidays too, maybe not fourth of July, but they do for Thanksgiving and Christmas.
Lisa turns on her heels then marches back to the shop. "Awk, you couldn't stay away long, could you? Awk."
"No, I guess I couldn't. I'm thinking of having parrot for my dinner."
"Awk, no way baby, I'm too tired. Awk"
"Yeah, you old buzzard, I'll bet you are."
"Woof woof"
"Yipp yap."
"Awk, another fine mess you've gotten us into baby. Awk."
Lisa treks to the back room, "Martha, we're out of luck, it's friggin Thanksgiving, we nearly missed it."
"Damn, I forgot about it. I was going to go see Harry today."
"Harry?"
"Yeah, Harry, he invited me to Thanksgiving dinner with his kin, I'll bet I've missed that too."
"Probably, but give him a call, maybe we can both go. It's either that, or drive out to Mac's diner, or maybe Tuscaloosa or Columbus?"
"None of those options sounds great. I'll go get myself fixed up, while you make the call, okay?"
"Okay. Who is this new man that's been keeping you so occupied?"
"I'm not telling, yet."
"Whatever."
Martha takes the back stairs up, while Lisa makes the call. She gets no answer at his home phone, so she tries Harry's new cell number, she gets only a computerized voice telling her it's voice mail, apparently Harry hasn't put his own voice on it yet. He may not, he's handy as hell with wood and some tools, but doesn't know much about modern gizmos, yet. He is trying to learn it though.
Lisa takes the back stairs up to Martha's apartment, "We're out of luck, Harry isn't answering."
"Well, Mac's it is, I suppose, I don't really want to drive all the way in to Tuscaloosa or Columbus, are you certain he'll be open?"
"He made a point of telling me, though I didn't get why at the time."
"Okay, give me a few more minutes, maybe I can make myself halfway presentable."
"I'll go clean up and put nicer clothes on, it is a holiday, we can dress up a little."
"Certainly, I was going to suggest you do. By the way, how's Fred doing?"
"As well as can be expected, he should make a full recovery, sooner or later. It will take time and physical therapy."
"I suppose so. Did he get around to popping the question before he got shot?"
"No, damn it, we had a special date planned for that night, but he had to stumble into that bank robbery."
"Yeah, I happen to know why he was there, to get the money to pay for the ring he had custom made."
"He doesn't have money for such fool things, I'm not big into jewelry anyway."
"Honey, around here, an old fashioned man doesn't ask you to marry him without a ring in hand."
"Shit, in a way, I'm the reason he got shot."
"Don't think of it that way, no way you're responsible, the one that pulled the damn trigger is responsible, that's the only one that's to blame, not you, not Fred, or anyone else."
"Yeah, that's easy to understand in my head, but not my heart."
"Don't let that get in your way."
"It won't. See you in a few."
"Let's take my car, I'm using the old Buick Roadmaster, it's much more elegant than your beat up truck, or your Hummer either."
"No way, we'll use the big truck, I dont want to break down somewhere along the way."
"Nothing wrong with any of my rides."
"Yeah, but they are old, if they do break, they'll be hell to fix."
"Not as hard as that new crap that you need a degree in computers to work on."
"Whatever, okay, it's a holiday, have it your way." Lisa goes down the hall to her apartment.
Chapter 18
Lisa can hardly believe her eyes when Martha motors up to Mac's parking lot. From the looks of things, he's doing a hell of a business. The normally vacant lot next door has been utilized for more parking space than his already spacious lot out front, it's never been this full that Lisa knows about. Martha asks, "What the hell gives here? I didn't know so many folks had nowhere to go, most folks gather with family or friends on this holiday."
"I don't know what's going on, but it must be a diverse crowd, these lots are nearly full with big rigs, beat up old pickup trucks, newer Cadillacs, big Harleys, mopeds and it looks like everything in between, hell, I see a couple of horses tied up out front. I thought the hitching rail was just for looks."
"Me too, hell there are also some ATV's parked nearly in the ditch. Jesus, Mary and Joseph, I can't figure out what's going on."
"Well, let's get inside, we'll find out soon enough."
"Hold on, I'm not parking my baby just anywhere, I don't want to be in anybody's way when they decide to light out of here, they might knock my beauty out of the way."
"You wouldn't have to worry about it if we'd taken one of my rides."
"Yeah, yeah, rub it in. I never expected this. There, right in front, somebody's leaving."
"Okay that should do. At least your baby won't be in anyone's way."
"Lets hope." Martha waits for the car that's leaving to get out of the way, they don't seem to be in any hurry about it. When she can, she parks the Roadmaster carefully then she and Lisa get out of the car. They expected a waiting line, but there isn't any, the only line is to go through a buffet that Mac's set up on portable equipment, probably rented for the occasion. Mac is overseeing keeping the food stocked up on the line, not actually doing the running back and forth, he's hired some young help for that chore, not his usual people. He might have his usual people in the kitchen, but not out front. There's nobody taking orders, some young guys do fetch drinks, and buss tables, but that's it, no waitresses today.
Martha shrugs, picks up a tray, silverware, and a couple of plates off the end of the buffet line, then starts her way down the line. Lisa follows suit. They're amazed at the variety of foods being served today. As expected, there's the usual turkey, ham and the trimmings that traditionally go with the meal, but there are lots of other choices too.
There are Mexican style dishes, Italian, Greek, and Chinese, just to name a few, she thinks there's some Polish dishes, and some other ethnicities represented too, but she's not sure about some of it. There are also hamburgers, hotdogs, and mac and cheese available, which seem very popular with the youngsters that are around. The food bar takes up so much space, Lisa wonders where everyone else is sitting down to eat, the regular diner part is rather small, and already full.
Mac smiles wide at Lisa and Martha, he takes Martha's tray for her, then leads them out the back door, to where a large white tent has been set up, the kind commonly used for huge weddings. Long tables are nearly filled with people from all walks of life, some are nattily dressed, some are clean but look to be poorly dressed, some might be homeless.
So far, Lisa's been so surprised, she hasn't been able to say a word to Mac. He's grinning at her, not saying anything either. She'll have to get the lowdown on how this all came about later, her curious nature won't let her do otherwise, but she's still too stunned to ask about it. Mac shows them to a couple of seats near the front or rather the rear of the tent in this case, not far from where a stage and dance floor has been set up.
There are young men and girls out here getting soft drinks and things too, fortunately for them, somebody thought ahead to have portable drink stations setup inside the tented area. Martha and Lisa eat rather quietly, they want to know what's going on, and how Mac could pull all this off, he's got a nice little business, but it doesn't make tons of money.
After another trip through the line to try some of the more unusual dishes, Martha and Lisa have to push their plates away. They almost feel like they're the turkeys, since they're stuffed. The young people kept their soft drinks filled while they ate, but now Martha and Lisa ask one of the guys for coffee, he doesn't come back with it, but one of the young girls drops it off on the way to deliver other after dinner coffees.
After relaxing for a bit, letting the food settle, they kind of wish they'd saved room to try out the fantastic dessert bar, but it's not to be, at least not now, maybe later, they don't have anywhere important to be, and it looks like there might be some fun brewing later, since there is the stage with instruments on it, and the dance floor.
After a couple cups of good coffee, Lisa gets up to go find Mac. She simply has to get the lowdown on this deal. The other odd thing she's noticed, is there is nobody up front at the register taking cash, the register is open and empty, like when Mac closes the place.
Lisa finds Mac in the dish room, helping some young people scrub pots, pans, and serving dishes. He used good quality paper plates and plastic utensils, so there isn't much of that stuff to do, but there are pots and pans are a plenty. Mac's little place would never have been able to serve so many at once with the regular plates and utensils he commonly uses, there simply wouldn't be enough to go around.
Lisa dons a plastic apron, then pitches in, helping scrub pots in this sink, while Mac is doing serving containers in the big sink next to it. Lisa knows that pitching in will get him talking easier than only questioning him. She doesn't mind, it's not something she'd want to do all the time, but helping out now isn't a big deal. "So, Mac, how the hell did you pull all this together, and why didn't you tell me more when I was here yesterday?"
"How I got it to work is a longer story, but the reason I didn't tell you about it beforehand is simple, the looks on Martha and your faces was priceless. I hope the security cameras got a good shot of that expression. This is the only time since you've been around here that I've been able to surprise you."
"Not really, but to that degree, yes." Lisa hands her pan off to the rinse guy, he looks it over, then hands it back, she didn't get it completely clean, so she scrubs the places she missed while she asks more questions. She wasn't paying enough attention to the job at hand, so she makes sure to do so this time. "So, start telling me how you put this all together, and more importantly, why?"
"The how could take days, obviously I didn't do it alone, it's a community effort. The why is simpler, ever since the furniture plant shut down, that only left the pulp mill, and they've cut back, but they always do this time of year."
"Why the hell did the furniture plant shut down?"
"So they could get cheaper labor and materials overseas, like every other corporation is doing these days. They don't seem to realize they're hurting their own market, if people don't have decent jobs, they don't buy stuff. Oh, I don't want to get on that rant today. Lets leave that alone for now."
"Lets. What would it take to get that plant up and running again?"
"Gobs of cash, that's all. Almost all the talent is still here, so far."
"I can provide the cash, but I'll need somebody else to run it, I don't want to be bothered with the day to day running of it."
"Why would you do that?"
"Because I can, you don't know it, but I got a hell of a lot of the ill gotten gains from those scumbags I took down a while back, seems to me making quality stuff right here is a good use for some of the cash."
"How much return do you need on your investment?"
"I don't really need any, but I think ten percent is a fair return. I'll put the returns into other worthwhile projects."
"Seems to me, a furniture manufacturing business should do better than that."
"I don't need more than that, I heard tell of a place that does it exactly that way, everything over that ten percent goes back to the employees, in one form or another. I'll get the particulars on that, if you can come up with the people to do it." Lisa hands the well scrubbed pan to the rinse guy, he checks it, he's satisfied this time, he rinses it in two separate rinses, then piles it with the rest, most obviously belong to the rental company, though Mac does have some of his own.
Mac isn't saying anything for the moment, as he's obviously thinking her offer over. After a minute or two, he looks her in the eyes, "If you're serious about it, I think I know the people to put in charge of that deal."
"I'm serious about it. Make sure they know I don't want to be bothered with the day to day stuff, if they do it right, they won't have to see me but maybe three or four times a year, when I hand out extra bonuses."
"Okay, it won't happen overnight, but I think we can get it done do you really have the millions it might take, or will we be working on a shoestring budget?"
"I'm not one to brag, but let me say it this way, I have more than enough, way more, and if by some chance that won't do it, I know somebody that has a million times what I've got, and the know how to get it done."
"Really? You're not just messing with me, are you?"
"Cross my heart and hope the crooks die."
"All right, well let the rest of these go, get back out in the tent, have some fun."
"I will if you will?"
"Oh, all right."
"By the way, where did you get all the extra help?"
"That's a bit of an odd story. These youngsters you see are part of a Canadian college band. They were on their way to California, they were going to see Disneyland and such, then be in the Rose Parade, their bus broke down, they didn't have the money to fix it or get another one. So they're working the dinner, I pay them, they fix their bus, but aren't working on their Thanksgiving, just ours."
"How can you afford to pay this many, when you're not so much as charging for the meals?"
They take their aprons off, hang them on hooks by the door then stroll through the restaurant out to the tent. "I told you, it's a community effort, but all donations will be appreciated."
"Is that a hint?"
"Mister Subtle I'm not."
"Okay Mac, how much do you need?"
"I'm not sure, but the kids need ten grand for their bus repairs alone, not to mention what they have to come up with to hang around while that's being done."
They're back to where Martha is holding court. Lisa reaches in her backpack\purse, takes out her check book, then writes the biggest check she's written yet, for two hundred and fifty thousand dollars. It won't be the biggest for long, when the mill gets going again that will take gobs of cash. Mac looks at the check, "Lisa, that's way more than we need."
"Use the extra to keep folks going until the mill gets up and running again. If you need more for that, let me know."
"I will, but we're frugal people, I don't think we will, unless it takes an awful long time to get the mill going again."
"I hope it doesn't. So what other surprises have you got lined up?"
"Some of the Canadian kids have separate musical groups, they're going to perform, and some of the local guys will sit in with them after that, for a dance band. It should be a time like hasn't been seen around here for ages."
"I hope so."
Mac wanders off, an irrepressible grin is stamped on his face. Martha smiles at Lisa, "You don't have to be so wild with your cash, do you?"
"I don't see it as mine, I'm simply doing good with what I got from those bastards that nearly killed us. My core trust fund will remain untouched, that was Auntie's money, set up to run the shop, I'll see that it always does what she meant it to do."
"That's great. Now relax until the fun starts, this could be a night to remember for the rest of your life."
"Could be, not exactly what I'd choose, but still a good time."
"True enough."
Chapter 19
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