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Chapter 1


The anxious lump in Lianne Ortega's throat grew as the
smuggler's boat got closer. In the darkness of the humid Tulsa night, the
distant engine left a wake that trailed behind the powerful motorboat. It moved
slowly on the Verdigris River but could reach speeds of 200 mph on the open
Arkansas or Mississippi Rivers on its way to or from New Orleans.


Lianne’s presence there was out of the ordinary for a customs
collector in so many ways: the late night, the cargo, and the fact that she was
taking a bribe. A big one.


Unlike the barges that came and went every day at the Port of
Catoosa, this shipment was a problem the Tulsa metro area didn't have yet –
enough heroin to turn a boutique drug business into a big enterprise with a
widespread customer base.


The $50,000 Ortega expected to receive was for ensuring the
dock was clear and the security cameras were aimed elsewhere.


She stood at the edge of the concrete abutment, under the
enormous crane that spanned the river. Behind her the 3-story administration
structure was dark. 


She shifted her weight from one foot to the other and went
through the steps in her head.  There were procedures to follow, even if the
operation was illegal. She guided a truck as it backed onto the loading
platform.  She signaled for it to stop 3 feet from the edge.  Safety first.


She turned to monitor the progress of the boat, then looked
downriver. Her eyes drifted to the end of the iron railing that led down
sloping grass to the water's edge.  She squinted. There were two people sitting
on a blanket, fishing.  She lifted her binoculars. Two boys, barely teenagers
by the look of them. It was clearly posted that fishing was against the law.
Why couldn't people just follow the rules?


"Hey!" she shouted, "you kids down there need
to get out of here!"


She thought they hadn't heard her until one of them gave her
the universal symbol to mind her own business.


She didn't have time to go warn them.  The boat thrummed to a
stop at the dock, and Paul jumped out and approached her.  Paul probably wasn't
his real name, but it was the one he gave when he came into Lianne's office a
week ago in a tailored business suit and shoes shined to a reflective sheen.


Now he was in cargo shorts, sandals, and a sweat-drenched tee
shirt.  A pistol was stuck in the front of his belt. The wild look in his eye
was far different than the smooth charm he'd exuded when he talked her into the
bribe.


"Let's get this loaded!" he barked at the men in
the truck.  The two who were in the boat with him began lifting boxes and
setting them up on the dock. He faced Lianne. "Your money is
coming..." He looked over her shoulder.  "Who is that?" He had
seen the boys fishing. He glared at Lianne.  "You had one job.  Now I've
got to take care of it."


"Wait!" Lianne said.


"Shut up or you're next," he growled, pulling his
gun.


She reached inside her windbreaker and pulled out her service
weapon. She spread her feet and supported her gun wrist with her other hand.
"Stop! Police!"


Everyone on the boat and from the truck pulled out guns and
pointed them at her.


Paul smiled.  "Too bad you didn't get your money first.
It would have paid for a nice funeral."


Behind Lianne, the administration center lit up. 
Searchlights on the roof illuminated the entire dock. A voice over a loudspeaker
said, "Police. Drop Your weapons."


Paul snarled, "You stupid b..."


Lianne took advantage of the blinding light and kicked the
gun from his hand.  As he scrambled for it, she sprinted for cover behind a
shipping container.  


The smugglers fired toward the lights. The police unleashed a
barrage of bullets, and the men from the truck dropped to the ground. 


Paul dashed for the boat. He jumped from the dock, landing in
the craft as it roared away. It seemed to barely touch the water as it picked
up speed.


Lianne glanced at the boys on the grass.  They were standing,
pointing at the boat, and she heard them say "Awesome!" and
"Cool!" across the distance.


A squad of officers was on the concrete dock, securing
weapons and checking the truck.  Two lone boxes of product sat at the edge
where the boat had been.


"What were you thinking, Ortega?" Her captain was
standing next to her.


"Civilians, sir."


"We could see the civilians.  They were covered. You
singlehandedly blew a 6-month operation.  We have nothing to show for it.  Why
didn't you follow the plan?"


She opened her mouth to respond, but no words came.


"That's what I thought. Get back to the station.  We
have so much paperwork to do."











Chapter 2


Daniel Minco could see the parked car from a long way away.


The land in rural Oklahoma was flat.  The occasional windmill
or oil derrick could be seen, but otherwise it was square miles of waist-high
wheat divided by dirt roads.


Minco edged his cruiser up to the automobile, a 10-year-old
Town Car. As he exited his vehicle, he saw a flurry of activity in the front
seat.  He rested his hand on his holstered gun, but he hadn't drawn it in his 6
months of service and he didn't expect to draw it now. 


The driver side window rolled down as he approached. A
tanned, weather-beaten face under a John Deere cap emerged.


"Mr. Draper," Daniel said.  He crouched down to see
the passenger.  "Mrs. Draper."


"What can I do for you, Danny?  I mean, officer?"
Mr. Draper asked.  His wife giggled.


"Everything OK?


"Just checking the crops." More giggles.


So that's what the kids are calling it, Daniel thought. 
"All right." He stood. "You folks have a good day."


"Give my regards to your mom." The window rolled
up.


On the way back to the patrol car, he saw a dust cloud the
next mile section over, moving fast. He got in his car and headed that way.


As he reached the intersection, a black Trans Am blew through
it, raising enough dirt to obscure Daniel's vision.  It was the Amos boys. 
Their family owned one of the biggest farms in the area, and they could raise
anything well except kids. More money than sense.


Daniel turned on the lights and pursued.  He gained on them,
hitting 80 miles per hour, activating the siren when he got close. The Trans Am
locked up its brakes, fishtailing to a stop. Daniel let the dust settle before
he got out of the car.


Billy Amos hopped out of the sports car, followed by his
younger brother, Jimmy. They both wore tight jeans, boots, and long-sleeve
snap-up shirts, their cheeks swollen with chewing tobacco.


"Is that you, Danny Minco?"


"Officer Minco.  Do you know how fast you were
going?"


"I don't think we broke three digits."


"Very funny.  You gentlemen have a seat in your car
while I write up the ticket."


Daniel went back to the cruiser and got out his ticket book. 
Tickets were a prime source of revenue for the town of Oak Valley. Sheriff
Harris preferred they write up out-of-towners who didn't pay attention to the
decreased speed limit on the curve going into town, but he didn't feel bad
writing up these two; they had plenty of money.


Halfway through, he looked up to see them staring in his
window.  He rolled it down. "I told you to stay in your vehicle."


Billy said, "We just wanted to tell you we saw you in
the Class A tournament in Binger when you was a senior."


Jimmy said, "I was only twelve back then, but our daddy
took us."


"Two touchdown passes and that 90-yard punt return in
the last few minutes of the game. Fantastic!"


"It was great!"


It happened all the time. "Thanks," Daniel said.
"But that was five years ago."


"Then a football scholarship to Southwestern Oklahoma
State! Go Bulldogs!" The brothers fist bumped.


Billy got a somber look.  "Bummer about your knee,
man."


Daniel handed him the ticket.  "Yes, it was."


 


Downtown Oak Valley was eight square blocks, with the entire
business district lining one main street. "Someday, this will all be
mine," Daniel said to himself as he parked in front of the Sheriff's
office, a store front that used to be Ray's Hardware until a big box store went
in at Franklin, the next town, 15 miles over. Sheriff was a slight
exaggeration: Harris was a deputy sheriff for Stone County, but no one would
dare bring that distinction to his attention.


He left the keys in the car and entered the building.  The
air-conditioned blast evaporated all the moisture from his skin.  Harris liked
it cold; most big men did. In truth, though, Harris had committed to slimming
down in preparation for his retirement.


Eileen was at the front desk reading a magazine, wearing a
plain dress and sensible shoes, her grey hair cropped short. She was the
dispatcher, office manager, and power behind the throne.


"That you, Danny?" Harris called from his desk in
the back room.


"Yeah.  I wrote the Amos boys another ticket."


"They're a menace. Come on back here, I want you to meet
someone."


Daniel stepped through the doorway - there was no door -

 and saw a young woman in a freshly starched police uniform of vibrant blue.
She stood.  Short and slim, her black hair was pulled back into a severe bun. 
Her skin was light brown, more than a tan. 


"Daniel Minco, meet our new officer, Lianne
Ortega."


 


Later that evening, Sheriff Harris opened his front door.
"I was expecting you."


Daniel said, "I'm sorry to bother you at home.  Were you
eating supper?"


"If you can call boiled vegetables and skinless chicken
supper. Francis is all excited about this diet stuff."


"Sir, we don't need another police officer."


Harris closed his door and motioned to the chairs on his
porch. Sunset was sucking some of the heat out of the day, and the breeze
carried a whiff of honeysuckle.


"You're right, we don't," Harris said. "But
it's out of my hands. The Attorney General called the state Sheriff's
Association, and our county sheriff called me.  We're stuck with her."


"But why?"


"Officially, nobody is saying. Grapevine has it she was
involved in a drug bust gone bad. My guess is she needs someplace to cool out
until whatever heat she's in goes away. What better place to hide out than
here?"


"But what is she going to do?"


"Make our lives easier.  Especially mine. Look, son,
nothing's changed.  When I retire, you'll be the new chief.  If she's still
here, she can get your coffee and type your reports."


"I guess," Daniel said, but he had a suspicion it
might not be that simple.


 


Lianne looked around her new cage. "This will do
nicely," she managed.


"I haven't needed it since I got married,"
Stephanie Stratton said. "Tony and I live in the parsonage. The rental
market here in Oak Valley isn't exactly booming, so I'm glad you can use
it."


Lianne thought Stephanie, the local preacher's wife, was
pretty, in a corn-fed way, and her Clash tee shirt was sort of cool, but she
couldn't imagine how smothering it would be to live in this four-corner burg
full time. 


The house wasn't really that bad.  A small two-bedroom house
at the edge of town, it was a little neglected but she would have it ship shape
soon enough.


Stephanie pressed the key into her hand. "If there's
anything you need, you have my number. There's a store downtown for groceries,
and a diner and a hamburger place called Burger N Run. I work at the Community
Church, so drop by anytime. Oh, and we would love to have you for dinner when
you get settled.  Let us know."


"Thanks, I will," Lianne said, but she would rather
have a tooth pulled.  If this place even had a dentist.


After Stephanie left, Lianne unpacked her suitcase, hanging
up her uniforms carefully in the closet. She supposed she was lucky to still
have a job.


Her lieutenant had been furious. "We were counting on
you, Ortega!" He was sitting behind his large desk, she was standing at
attention. "What possessed you to go off book?"


"Civilians, sir..."


"You think you were the only one to see them? All you
had to do was stick to the plan, follow procedure...but no. Now we have two
dead guys we can't interrogate and everyone else is gone."


"Sir, I thought I was exercising the proper
discretion."


"You don't get to exercise anything. We look like idiots
in front of the FBI and the DEA. The chief wants your head."


"Are you firing me?"


"No, I convinced the chief you were worth salvaging, and
it doesn't hurt that being a female Hispanic is a double dipper as far as Human
Resources is concerned. You're not fired, but you are being transferred."


Transferred, exiled, it was all the same to Lianne as she set
up her espresso machine in the tiny kitchen.











Chapter 3


Daniel felt the disapproval from across the office.


"Is she still glaring at us?" he quietly asked
Sheriff Harris.


"Yep," Harris whispered.  Then, more loudly,
"Officer Ortega, are you sure you won't join us for a cup of coffee?"


"No, thank you.  Is there anything I should be
doing?"


"We usually start slow in the mornings, but we did have
a call come in last night. Apparently bright lights from Stevenson's place kept
Mrs. Baker up all night. You two want to ride out there and see what's
up?"


"Yes, sir," she said.  She grabbed the cruiser keys
off their hook on the wall by the door.  "I'll drive." She was out on
the sidewalk in no time.


"Shotgun," Daniel said to the closed door.


"Good luck," said Harris.


The ride north of town was quiet. Minco's questions of
"Where were you before this?" and "How do you like your
place?" got monosyllabic responses, and his driving directions were followed
silently.


They drove over a cattle guard and pulled up to a run-down
single-wide trailer. Lianne briskly walked up the wooden steps and knocked on
the door.  "Police."


"He's around back in the greenhouse." Minco led the
way.


The greenhouse was no more than loose sheets of plastic
tacked on to a rickety frame made of 2X4s. Inside was a man in his 30s stooped
over a line of knee-high plants. He stood as they entered.


"Danny," he said, brushing the dirt off his hands.


"Mr. Stevenson."


Recognition crossed Stevenson's face. "Did she call in
again? I'm so sorry."


"We've talked about this..."


"These are marijuana plants!" Lianne interrupted.
"Mrs. Baker saw his grow lights." She faced Stevenson. "You're
under arrest. Turn around and put your hands behind your back."


Stevenson looked puzzled, but did as he was told.


"Whoa, whoa," said Daniel.  "Wait a minute
here."


"For what?" Lianne asked.


"There's no need to overreact..."


"Last I knew, this was a felony.  There's enough here to
distribute."


"Actually, I think this is all for personal use,"
Daniel said.


"Yeah," said Stevenson, "I never sell to
anybody."


"You can tell it to the judge," Lianne said. 
"You have the right to remain silent..."


Stevenson gave Daniel a pleading look as he was marched to
the cruiser.


 


Stevenson watched through the cell bars with interest at the
drama around the sheriff's desk.


"You had no right to take over the call like that!"
Daniel shouted.


"He was breaking the law, I arrested him," said
Lianne.


"I should be in charge.  I'm the senior officer
here."


Sheriff Harris was covering his ears.


"Does the senior officer let just anyone commit felonies
in his presence?"


"You can't come in here and change the way we do things
just because you don't approve."


"The law is the law!"


Harris yelled, "That's enough!" More quietly,
"Please sit down."


They sat.  "Miss Ortega, it would behoove you to watch
how things are done before you take over. Minco is a good cop." To Daniel,
he said, "You need to back your partner's play.  In the field, you support
each other.  If there's disagreement, work it out after the situation is
resolved. For better or worse, you two are going to have to learn to work
together."


He drew a short breath.  "Maybe I have let things get a
little lax..."


"Sir, your face is red," Daniel said.


"I don't feel so good."


He slumped to the desk, then slid out of his chair onto the
floor.


"Sheriff Harris!" Lianne said, kneeling beside him.
"Danny, call an ambulance!"


"The nearest ambulance is 40 miles away. We have to get
him to the clinic."


Lianne unbuttoned his shirt and started CPR.


Daniel put his arms under the sheriff's shoulders. "Help
me lift him to the car!"


"Hey, what about me?" Stevenson called as they
carried Harris out.


 


They got him into the back seat, and Lianne resumed chest
compressions. "You drive!" she said.


Two minutes later, they were on the state highway.
"Where are we going?" Lianne asked.


"Franklin."


"There's no doctor in Oak Valley?"


"You've been on the main street.  Did you see a
doctor's office? How's he doing?"


"I don't know.  Drive faster."


 


When they got to the clinic, two orderlies loaded Harris on a
gurney and followed the doctor back to a treatment room. Daniel and Lianne were
left in the waiting room with a mother and her sniffly baby and an elderly
couple. Daniel couldn't tell which of them were sick - neither of them looked
very good.


Daniel called Harris' wife Francis from the road, and she
arrived a few minutes after them. She was ushered back to the treatment room.


After 30 minutes with no word, Lianne said, "We should
get back."


Daniel's eyes widened.  "Leave?"


"We got him here as fast as we could. His family is
here.  There's nothing more we can do.  What if there's an emergency back in
Oak Valley?"


Daniel couldn't believe what he was hearing. "I'm
staying right here. You can go back if you want. Take the cruiser. Just don't
arrest the whole town before I get back."


Before she could reply, an ambulance pulled up to the front
door. The doctor came out from the back of the clinic, followed by the gurney
with Harris, and Francis trailing.


"We're sending him to Muskogee," the doctor said.
"He's not out of the woods yet, but you two did great to get him here so
fast. You make a good team."


Daniel and Lianne were quiet for a moment, then she said,
"Whatever. Let's go."


"You go.  I'll bring Francis' car back to town."


"You have keys to her car?"


"They're in the ignition."


"How do you know?"


"Trust me."











Chapter 4


The next day, Daniel decided to have his morning coffee at
the diner instead of the office. He couldn't face Harris' empty desk, and the
more he could avoid Ortega, the better.  Over a steaming cup of sludge, he
pondered whether that made him a coward or just self-aware.  He decided that
discretion was the better part of valor and took another sip.


He turned the page of the Oak Valley Sentinel, the
weekly newspaper. He passed the news of the upcoming county fair and the legal
notices and perused the sports page.


When he couldn't put it off any longer, he walked two
buildings down and into the Sheriff's office. The cell was empty. Eileen turned
Stevenson loose yesterday.


The dispatcher had a pained look on her face. She nodded
toward Harris' desk.


Lianne Ortega was sitting there, the phone receiver in one
hand and taking notes with the other. "Yes.  Yes.  Yes, sir, will
do." She hung up.  "That was the county commissioner." She went
back to her notes.


Daniel and Eileen exchanged glances. "And?" Daniel
asked.


"Apparently there's a survey crew coming tomorrow to
plan for a new state highway. He asked us to check out the..." She
referred to her note, "...Stone Mansion and make sure there are no
squatters or safety hazards."


Eileen whistled. "So they're finally going to build the
road."


"Sounds like they're getting closer," Daniel
agreed.


"What road?"


"A state highway spur connecting I-35 and I-44 has been
rumored for a long time.  It'll bring a lot of money to the town," Daniel
said.


"And unwanted visitors," sniffed Eileen.  "The
biggest winners will be the Stone family."


Lianne raised a quizzical eyebrow.


Daniel continued. "Stone. As in Stone County. Named for
an oil baron from the early 1900s. He built a huge mansion not far from here,
just a ruin now.  His family still owns the land. The oil is long since gone,
but the word is they held on to the land in case the road was ever built."


"That's about all they left behind," Eileen said.
"They took their money and moved to Dallas decades ago."


"They did some good while they were here," said
Daniel.  "The Indian city and school they funded.  Stone City,
right?"


"Is it still there?" Lianne asked.


“Of course not,” Eileen sniffed.


"They couldn't help it if there was a fire and the
residents all scattered."


Lianne clicked at the keyboard and squinted at the monitor of
Harris' computer. "Stone City. A trade city, residential housing, and
school started by Alphaus Stone in 1917 to provide for local Native Americans,
and funded by proceeds from the enormous oil deposit discovered in what is now
Stone County, Oklahoma. Little remains at the location after a fire destroyed
all the buildings in 1927.  Stone Mansion, the family residence, is on the
site."


"Maybe not for much longer," Daniel said.


"All my years here, I've never even seen it.  Never had
any desire to," said Eileen.


"Wish I could say the same," said Daniel.
"It's been a high school party place for years. I've had a few misspent
evenings there."


"Let's go see what it looks like in the daylight,
then." Lianne stood up.


"First I want to call and check on Sheriff Harris."


Lianne said, "His condition is stable.  They plan to
keep him under observation for a couple of days, but he might be able to come
home by the end of the week. Francis appreciates you getting her car
home." She walked to the door and turned to see Daniel and Eileen looking
at her. "I called when I got in. You two weren't here yet."


 


Lianne knew she was sulking, but she couldn't help it. Daniel
insisted on driving, and it made sense as he knew where they were going, but
she hated not being in the driver's seat.


It didn't take long for them to get out of town and into the
agricultural area. After 15 minutes, Daniel turned onto a dirt road that would
have escaped her notice completely. After another bumpy five minutes they
arrived at a rusty gate, secured in place by a chain but not locked.


Daniel put the cruiser in park.  "Well?"


"Well, what?"


"It's customary for the passenger to hop out and open
the gate, then close it after the driver of the vehicle enters the
premises."


"Is that so?" she muttered, getting out. She
unwrapped the chain, rust coating her hands. Before she swung the gate open,
she saw marks on the ground. She motioned to Daniel.


He rolled down his window. "What is it?"


"Someone has been through here recently.  I can see
where the chain was dropped."


"Probably kids, like I said. Leave the gate open and get
in."


They drove slowly down the lane for a half mile, the
overgrown weeds making Lianne feel claustrophobic, but soon they emerged into a
wide-open space. Gentle hills sloped into the distance, covered with rich wild
grass. In the center was a large pond, and up the largest hill from that was
Stone Mansion.


"Stone Lake," Daniel offered.


"Not much of a lake."


"Years of drought."


The house's shabby decrepitude did not hide its former glory
from Lianne.  It was two stories, with rounded turrets at either of the front
ends. Six gables interrupted the broad expanse of the roof, but the windows
were long since broken. The white plaster exterior had peeled in many places,
exposing the gray wood framing underneath. A generous porch surrounded the
entire ground floor, beginning and ending with two 12-foot oak doors in the
center of the home, both boasting shattered stained-glass windows.


Lianne stepped out of the car. "It must have been
beautiful," she said. "Like Tara in Gone with the Wind, or
Mount Vernon."


"I suppose so." Daniel was out of the cruiser and
leaning with his arms crossed on the roof.


"Where was the town?"


"I don't really know. I guess it was at the bottom of
the hill."


Lianne paused.  "You mean the Stone's brought all those
Native Americans to live here and made it so they would be looking up at this
grand mansion all the time? Think old Alphaus had a god complex?"


"I never thought of it that way."


"I bet your people hated that."


"My people?"


"Aren't you Native American?"


"Yeah, but I guess I don't really feel a connection to
the people that lived here."


"No?"


"I have my own life to live."


"Everything that came before you affects that life,
doesn't it?"


Lianne thought he looked pained.  Maybe he wasn't used to
thinking so hard.


He snapped out of it and said, "Let's look around. You
go east, I'll go west.  I'll meet you at the back and we'll go in
together."


"Copy."


"Ortega, you heard me say 'together,' right?"


"Yes, sir!"


It took a while to go around such a big house. Up close it
seemed even shabbier.  Plaster chips mixed with shards of glass around the
perimeter, and the smell of mildew and rot was powerful.


She rounded the corner to the back of the house and was
surprised to see a late model SUV parked there. On the back patio was a new
lawn chair, an ice chest, and a barbeque.  She saw a little smoke coming from
it and it was warm to the touch.


She backed up and called, "Police!" Movement in an
upper window caught her eye. She focused and saw a man's face looking at her.
Then he disappeared.


She looked for Daniel but didn't see him. "Minco!"
No answer. She decided to go in.


The screen door was barely hanging on to the house.  She
opened it and pushed the back door open. "Police entering the
premises," she yelled.


She was in the kitchen, its workmanlike surfaces and plain
cabinetry a reminder that the servants worked here, unlike the shiny modern
kitchens that were the center of contemporary houses. She passed through the
opening on the opposite wall and was at the bottom of a staircase.
"Police," she called again.


"I'm coming down," came a man's voice from
upstairs.


She rested her hand on her pistol handle.  She saw the legs
first – work boots and pressed jeans – then a corduroy work shirt with the
hands raised. Then the face of a man in his late twenties, clear eyes with a
couple of days’ beard stubble.


"What's your name, sir?"


"Perhaps I should ask you.  This is private property,
after all." His tone was not confrontational; it even had a hint of humor.


Which Lianne chose not to respond to. "I'm Officer
Ortega with the Oak Valley Police Department."


"What can I do for the Oak Valley PD?"


"Answer my question.  What is your name?"


"Blake.  Bronson Blake.  I'm the caretaker here."


She heard the back door open again, and footsteps.  Then
Daniel was behind her.


"Who do we have here?" he asked.


"Caretaker."


Daniel scowled at Bronson. "There's never been a
caretaker here before.  If you don't mind me saying so, you're not doing a very
good job."


"I just started.  Stone Energy hired me to see how much
it would take to fix this place up."


Lianne said, "Why fix this place up if the road is
coming through here?"


Bronson said, "Road?"


"Just a rumor, sir," Daniel said, glaring at
Lianne. He handed Bronson a card.  "Since you're keeping an eye on the
place, if you need anything, please let us know."


"Will do," Bronson said, pocketing the card.


Daniel herded Lianne back to the cruiser. "Why would you
tell anyone about the road? It's police business."


"Sorry," she said, not really meaning it.


"And what does 'we'll go in together' mean to you?"











Chapter 5


It was a long, silent ride back to town. Lianne knew Daniel
was bent out of shape, but she didn't understand why.  Did he think she was
incapable of conducting police work without him? She was used to operating in a
lot bigger department than Daniel would ever see.  She had been considered a
rising star and groomed for promotion. Until Catoosa.


She'd always hated cops like Daniel, and even Sheriff
Harris.  Good ole boys who had a casual concept of enforcing the law. They
would do well to learn from her.


"Hungry?" she asked.


"Nope."


More silence.  Eventually, they parked in front of the office
and went in.


Eileen didn't look up. "Mayor called."


Daniel explained. "John Gray. He also owns the car
dealership." To Eileen, "What did he need?"


"Emergency council meeting tonight at the diner. Sounds
like the new road is heating up."


"What time?" Lianne asked.


"Ortega, they don't need police presence at a meeting,
at least since old man Smith agreed to abide by the leash law. John just called
as a courtesy."


"I believe I'll go, just the same."


Lianne saw Daniel notice Eileen's alarmed look.


"Maybe I'll go to," he said.


 


Daniel held the door to Zach's Café for Lianne, and she
breezed by him. He followed her in. The dining room had paneled walls, Formica
tabletops, and plastic chairs.  Behind the counter was an open window into the
kitchen.  The only occupied chair was an elderly man in overalls and a Tractor
Supply cap hunched over his coffee.


"Where is everybody?" Lianne asked.


Daniel indicated swinging doors on the wall opposite the kitchen.


They passed into the back room.  The Lion's Club and
Toastmasters insignias were on the walls since both groups, and many others,
met here. Three folding tables placed end to end were surrounded by eight
people.  John Gray sat in the center of one side. Daniel recognized six of the
others: his high school football coach, the elementary school principal,
president of the bank, the owner of the funeral home, one of the ministers, and
a retired judge. He'd known some of these people his whole life.


Charlie Dibble, editor of the Oak Valley Sentinel
since the final days of moveable type, hobbled around the room, a seeming
anachronism with his digital camera.


He didn't recognize the remaining attendee.  A man in his
early fifties, he was dressed in pressed khaki slacks and cotton polo shirt.  A
black sport jacket was draped on the chair behind him. The highway man, Daniel
thought.


John stood. "Officer Minco, glad you could make it. How
about introducing the newest member of Oak Valley's finest?"


"Uh, sure. This is Officer Ortega."


Both John and Lianne looked like they expected more, but when
there wasn't, John said, "Of course, our prayers are with Sheriff Harris
and Francis. All right, I think we can get started. Our main item of business
is to introduce Caleb Morris, an engineer from the Oklahoma Department of
Transportation. He's here to give the plans for the new road and answer any
questions. Caleb?"


The engineer stood and walked to an easel with an aerial
photo of the town and surrounding land. "Good evening, ladies and
gentlemen.  I'm pleased to announce the bond money has been released to fund
State Highway 390."


There was polite applause.


Morris grinned.  "I'm sure everyone wants to know where
it will be." He flipped over a transparent overlay with a red line on it. 
As it settled over the photo, the red line merged with the main street of town.


John Gray stood, clapping loudly.  "That's what I'm
talking about!"


The reaction in the room was exciting. Daniel was a little
embarrassed, but his first thought was the fines that could be issued to
travelers who didn't obey the decreasing speed limits as they approached town. 
Already thinking like the sheriff.


Lianne nudged him.  "It goes right through the Stone's
property."


Morris said, "Our right of way people will be contacting
the affected landowners in the coming weeks." He went on, giving timelines
and describing the materials and processes to be used. Daniel was nodding off
when the swinging doors opened.


The lady who entered had his full attention. At 5'5",
she carried herself like she was much taller. Her stylish boots and jeans were
topped with a white blouse beaded with bird designs. Her straight black hair
highlighted the high cheekbones and brown skin of her face, and fell to the
middle of her back. She carried a leather satchel in her right hand.


Gray looked her direction. "Can we help you?"


"I'm Dr. Sherry Threefeathers, a professor of Native
Studies at OU. I have an injunction for Mr. Morris to suspend all activities
relating to Highway 390."


She handed papers from her brief case to Morris. The retired
judge said, "On what grounds?"


"The proposed path goes through the site of Stone City,
a Native American archeological site."


"Archeological?" the judge said. "No one has
ever dug there to my knowledge." Around the table, heads shook.


"It will be now," she said. "The highway sped
up our timetable."


"Just go around it," John said.


Morris was still looking at the papers. "We can't go
around. Preliminary engineering shows that excessive drilling and natural gas
frakking have left much of the land north of town unstable." He looked up.
"I know you've felt the earthquakes."


Several nodded their heads.


"We may have no choice but to use a secondary
route."


John said, "You can't do that.  That road could mean the
difference between this town living or dying!" He pointed at
Threefeathers. "We'll fight this. The Stone family won't let you spoil
this for them!"


Threefeathers face was flushed. "There are more
important things than this little town. Think of the history!"


"Little town? I'll have you know that our
population..."


Lianne leaned over to Daniel. "Are these meetings always
so interesting?"


Daniel shook his head.


Lianne said, "And you didn't want to come."











Chapter 6


"Really?" Eileen said into the phone. She hung up
and went to the window of the sheriff's office as Daniel and Lianne watched.


"I declare, that is the biggest limo I've seen since my
rich aunt Jenny died."


Daniel and Lianne stood next to her and followed her line of
sight toward Gray's Auto Sales.


"That was Cynthia at the dealership on the phone,
Daniel.  She suggested you get over there."


"On it," he said. To Lianne, "I don't suppose
I could talk you into staying here and finishing up the notes from last
night."


"Not a chance.  Are we driving or walking?"


 


The license tag was a Texas plate, and the frame said,
"Executive Limousine Service, Dallas." The sales yard around it had
Fords of many shapes and colors, though the inventory was pickup heavy.


The showroom inside displayed a Mustang and a Taurus, and an
F-250 that no self-respecting farmer would take into the field, lest it get
dented or dusty. Daniel saw John Gray sitting at his desk and the backs of
three heads. When John saw him, he stood and waved him in.


The others did not stand as he and Lianne entered the room.


"This is Officer Daniel Minco, our ranking law
enforcement official since Sheriff Harris is recovering from an illness,"
John introduced.


"Heart attack, you mean," one of the visitors, a
woman in her mid-thirties, said. "We know what's going on here at all
times, Mr. Mayor."


"Of course. And this is Officer..." John seemed to
block on her name.


"Ortega," Lianne said. "Lianne Ortega. From
Tulsa."


Both the other visitors were men, and one of them stood and
extended his hand. "Don't mind my sister. I'm Murray Stone. My sister is
Sonia, and her husband is Rudy."


The other man stood and gave an easy grin. "Rudy
Hale."


"They're all on the board of Stone Energy," John
said.


"I'm actually the CEO, since Dad retired," Murray
said with a smile.  "Which only means I move more paper around than people
who have real jobs."


Daniel noticed all three were dressed casually, but it was
the kind of casual worn by people used to wearing suits or formal dresses.
Pressed slacks, starched sports shirts, and shined shoes.


"What can the Oak Valley Police Department do for
you?" Daniel asked.


They all sat, Daniel and Lianne on folding chairs Cynthia,
John's wife and office manager, brought in. Rudy took over. "It's actually
something the family wants to do for Oak Valley. We want to revitalize the town
square. Green space, a community center, a statue honoring Alphaus Stone, maybe
even a new police headquarters and city hall.  All befitting the town that is
hosting the newest road in Oklahoma."


"I don't know if you heard, but there's an injunction
stopping the highway.  It may not go through here," Daniel said.


"Threefeathers," Sonia snorted.


"Leave the archeologists to us," Rudy said. 
"And to answer your question, what we need from the Oak Valley police is
for you to keep an eye out around Stone Mansion. Our plans are to turn it into
a bed and breakfast/restaurant.  A real tourist destination. We don't want any
bad publicity or, God forbid, protesting archeologists to set us back."


Lianne spoke up. "We've met your caretaker and he has
our number to contact us.  Isn't that sufficient?"


The three looked at each other. 


"Caretaker?" Murray asked.


 


Lianne reflected that she was grateful to have something to
do as she and Daniel walked back to the office.  She was getting in the cruiser
to go check on the mystery caretaker at the Stone Mansion when Daniel stopped
her. "I'll go out to the mansion and run off the squatter. Do you mind
doing some research on our guests? I think there may be a little more to their
story."


"A hunch?" Lianne felt like she was being sidelined
– again – but he had asked politely. She sensed that he didn't want to
fight, so she said, "Sure."


The poor guy looked relieved.  "Thanks.  Call if you
need me."


"I think I'll be fine, unless the computer gives me a
mild shock." She couldn't resist a little shot at him.


She went inside and settled at the sheriff's computer despite
Eileen's disapproving glance. She opened a web browser and began.  Murray and
Sonia were great-grandchildren of Alphaus Stone. He was a Texas oil wildcatter
in turn of the century Oklahoma a few years before it was even a state. By the
age of 25, he was wealthy beyond dreams of avarice. After statehood in 1907, he
was active in state politics and even ran for governor a couple of times, but
he never won.  There was always a bigger crook running against him.  In fact,
Al seemed to have something of a social conscience.


Lianne clicked on the blue letters Stone City and followed
the link. In 1920, Al founded a city for Indians displaced by his company's
wanton drilling.  There were sturdy row houses, a school, and even a business
district. It was nice, but probably not enough compensation to repay what the
inhabitants would have earned if they had been paid fairly for the mineral
rights on their land. The Kiowa in Osage County in northern Oklahoma were some
of the richest people in the world at that time.


Al rubbed a little salt in the wound by building his mansion
on the hill just above Stone City. The Indians of the town were the primary
workers as it was built, and Al and his son Lewis continued to use the town as
a labor pool for his many improvements. Lianne read they were paid only token
wages, and she imagined they resented it.


It all came to tears on June 19th, 1927. On a hot
Oklahoma night, fire swept through the town, leaving nothing but an abandoned
post bellum mansion to slowly rot.  The inhabitants scattered, and the Stone
family moved themselves and their company to Dallas.


As a postscript, before he left Lewis Stone diverted Cowsherd
Creek to create the lake Lianne saw the day before. Stone Lake obliterated all
traces of the Native American city.


The telephone rang, startling Lianne.


Eileen answered, writing notes as she listened.  When she
hung up, she said, "That was Marjorie.  There's been a break-in at the Sentinel."











Chapter 7


Lianne raised her eyebrows, so Eileen interpreted. 
"Marjorie Reynolds runs the insurance agency on 3rd.  Her
office is next to the newspaper."


"Got it.  On my way."


"Would you like to wait for Officer Minco?  I can call
him."


"Feel free to call him, but I won't be waiting."


She stepped outside, and was chagrined the cruiser was gone.
It was only three blocks, nothing for someone who ran five miles four times a
week as she did, but it was the principle of the thing.


She was surprised at the number of people who waved at her as
she passed. Nobody approached her, though. She must be giving off her don't
bother me, I'm busy vibe; but many people smiled and all the cowboy hats were
tipped.


She remembered the Sentinel's editor from the council
meeting the night before.  What was his name? Double? Dribble?


She turned the corner. Dibble. She saw it above the shattered
picture window.


A slender older woman came out of Reynolds Insurance Agency.
"Thank goodness you've come! I came in late this morning and saw the
window like this.  I haven't gone in. I'm afraid to."


She didn't ask about Daniel, or Sheriff Harris' health.
Another surprise.  "Where is Mr. Dibble?"


"I've called him several times, but can't get him.
That's unusual.  We've worked side by side for more than 30 years."


Peering through the window, she saw a bank of filing cabinets
along the back wall, all the drawers open. The desk was in disarray, and the
chair was knocked over. Lianne took a step back, her right hand on the handle
of her holstered gun. "Call Dibble again.  I'm going in."


She pushed on the front door, and it opened easily. Stepping
inside, she could see that not only was the front office in chaos, there was a
large back room that served as storage and production space that was torn apart
as well.


She heard a muffled phone ringing, the old-fashioned bell
sound, but it wasn't any of the business phones. It led her to an unvarnished,
thin plywood door. She opened it, and there was Dibble, crumpled like a piece
of old newsprint on the floor of the small bathroom. She pulled him onto the
warehouse floor, but noticed his head lolling at an extreme angle.


"Ms. Reynolds," she yelled over her shoulder. 
"Call an ambulance!"


"Child, it'll take them 45 minutes to get here!"


"Please do as I say," Lianne said.  Then, under her
breath, "There's no hurry."


 


Daniel was a little nervous as he went to the back of the
house.  He was sure he could handle any situation that arose with the fake
caretaker, but the fact was his job hardly ever put him in danger.  He wondered
if Lianne, with her big city experience, would be anxious if she were here.


Aside from the general foreboding, the first thing he noticed
was the car was gone. The grill and the cooler remained on the porch. Against
the retaining wall were shovels, a hoe, and mud-covered boots. Inside the
screen door, on an old table, were stacked some books and what looked like
maps.


He pulled his flashlight off his belt and went inside. The
books were diaries, and the map was a drilling platte for the area around the
house. There was no lake on the map. The ground floor was unchanged since the
day before. He shone his light around and rested on the staircase.  He saw
footprints in the dust.


He went up. There was a central landing surrounded by 3
bedrooms, all smaller than in modern homes. The beds still had quilts and
pillows on them. Clothes were hanging in open wardrobes. Daniel remembered one
of the few times he was in the house as a teenager he was creeped out by the
way it looked like people left, or even disappeared, suddenly. 


Another room was a library. He looked at the shelves, crowded
with disintegrating books.  In the center was a wooden table.  On it was a
chest, ornate with a gold-plated lock. It was not as dusty as the rest of the
room, so Daniel figured it must have been opened recently.


He bent the lid back.  Inside was white material, perhaps
curtains or a dress. He lifted it out: it was a hood with large holes for the
eyes. Still resting in the bottom of the chest was a metal cross on a chain.
Someone in this house had been in the Ku Klux Klan.


His radio chattered to life. "Danny, are you
there?"


His hand was trembling as he depressed the talk button.
"Go ahead, Eileen."


"Officer Ortega reports that Charlie Dibble at the paper
has been murdered."











Chapter 8


They got Charlie loaded up and the crowd dispersed. Daniel
and Lianne walked over to Zach's and sat at a table in the back. 


"Let me see what you got," Daniel said.


Lianne sat next to him with her phone out.  She swiped
picture after picture, at least a hundred of them, documenting every aspect of
the body and the scene.


"Nice job," Daniel said. "Get those downloaded
to the computer when we get back to the office, and choose 20 or so print out
for the file."


"OK. How did it go with the squatter?"


"He was gone. I wonder if he had anything to do with
this."


"Sounds like a stretch. Just because he's a stranger in
town doesn't make him a murderer."


"That means that his murderer wasn't a stranger?"


"They usually aren't."


Daniel thought about that.  He didn't have any experience
with murder.


"What are you thinking, then?"


She chewed on her bottom lip. "It's not just that Dibble
was killed.  The place was trashed, somebody was obviously looking for
something. What? Did they find it? I assume Oak Valley has its share of
secrets. A newspaper office is as good a place to find the secrets as anywhere."


"Or cover them up."


Her eyebrows raised.  "Or that."


"So poor Charlie comes in late last night, tired from a
city council meeting, and someone is going through his stuff. He surprises them
and it costs him his life."


"That's a workable narrative as any for now.  How can we
find out if anything is missing? The place is a wreck."


"Let's go back, now that the circus has died down, and
see what we can see."


 


Daniel was in the back room of the newspaper office while
Lianne was in the front. The amount of stuff was overwhelming.  Even if someone
hadn't torn everything apart, it was barely controlled chaos.


Lianne walked in.  "I didn't find anything. How about
you...wait, look back there."


He followed her gaze. He saw junk scattered ankle-high on the
floor, and large ledgers piled against the back wall. "What?"


She passed him.  "There are files and papers on the
floor to here," she stopped, "then it's these ledgers. But back there
are ledgers still neatly stored. Were they interrupted, or did they find
something?"


Daniel picked one up.  "They’re bound copies of the
paper.  It looks like a year's worth.  These are from 1953."


"The dates are on the spines," she said, stepping
closer to the back wall. "They go back to 1889."


"Land run."


"The last one stacked is...1926. Let's see if we can
find 27."


They lifted and stacked, and found 1928 on, but no 1927.


Lianne said, "So what happened in 1927, apart from the
first talking picture?"


Daniel said, "The fire at Stone City."


"You know who's interested in that? Sherry
Threefeathers."


 


One thing you can say about small town police work, Lianne
reflected as Daniel knocked on the door of room 12 of the King 8 Motel, is it
doesn’t take very long to find a suspect when there’s only one motel in town.


Daniel knocked again.


They had seen a car with OU tags in the darkening parking
lot, and an Oklahoma Department of Transportation fleet car that she guessed
belonged to Caleb Morris.  She felt sure they were not sharing any laughs over
an evening beer.


The people who weren’t parked at the motel were the members
of the board of Stone Energy.  She was sure they were at the Doubletree in
Tulsa or some other luxurious accommodations.  Not that she blamed them.


Daniel started to knock again when the door opened.
Threefeathers’ sleepy eyes and mussed hair made it clear they woke her up.


“Yeah?” she said, then focused on Daniel. “Why, hello,
officer.”


Oh brother, Lianne thought.  She’s almost purring.


“May we ask you a few questions?” Daniel asked.


“Please, come in.” She stood aside as Daniel entered, then
followed him into the room, forcing Lianne to bring up the rear.


The room was more like a cluttered office than sleeping
quarters. One of the two twin beds was covered with books and magazines, while
the round table held notebooks and a laptop computer.  An overnight bag was on
the counter in front of the TV – she hadn’t been watching any HBO. Lianne didn’t
notice any newspaper ledgers.


“Sorry there aren’t more places to sit,” Threefeathers said,
perching on the edge of the bed. “Did you come to tell me you’re enforcing my
cease and desist order?”


“The lawyers have to fight that one out,” Daniel said. “We
need to know where you were after the meeting last night.”


“I went looking for a place to stay.  There was good news and
bad news.  There was only one place, and it was this one.  I’ll leave it to you
to decide which was the bad news.”


“What time was that?”


“The meeting crumbled around 9, and I was at the front desk
15 minutes after that. Why do you ask?”


Lianne fielded that one. “There was an incident last night,
and we’re trying to piece together everyone’s whereabouts.”


Threefeathers leaned forward.  “What kind of incident?”


“Not your concern…”


Daniel interrupted. “The newspaper office was broken into and
the editor was killed.  Certain items are missing.”


“You suspect me? What was missing?”


Lianne regained control. “I take it the desk clerk can verify
your story.”


“Surely there’s a time stamp on my credit card transaction.”


“Thanks, ma’am, we’ll check it out. That’ll be all. Please
don’t leave town without checking with us.”


“Oh, I wasn’t planning on it.” Was it Lianne’s imagination,
or did she wink at Daniel?


Lianne got him out of the door and herded him down the hall
toward the front desk. “Way to play it cool, Kojak.”


Daniel watched in sullen silence as the clerk retrieved the
previous night’s receipts from a zippered bank bag in a drawer.


“I don’t want people to know where I keep this,” the harried
looking middle-aged woman said to Lianne. “I guess it’s OK, seeing how you’re
cops and all.” She rustled inside the bag. “Room 12, you say? Here it is.” She
handed it over.


Lianne looked at it then said to Daniel, “9:26.  Matches her
story.”


“That’s about right. When I sat back down, Law and Order
SVU was half over.”


Lianne handed the paper back. “Thank you.  Get that money to
the bank, ma’am.”


“Will do. Danny, give your folks my regards.”


Daniel’s reply was interrupted by the distant sound of
breaking glass, then a muffled explosion.


“Back down the hall,” Daniel said, running toward the sound.
Lianne followed, and they passed a surprised Sherry Threefeathers standing in
her doorway.


“What…”


“Get back inside,” Lianne said, but Threefeathers fell in
behind them.  The clerk was a distant fourth.


They rounded the corner of the hallway to find Caleb Morris,
the engineer for the Department of Transportation, standing in the hall
surrounded by smoke. Lianne and Threefeathers got him to an area where the air
was clearer, and they waited as he coughed  and sputtered.


Daniel disappeared into the smoke but came back a few seconds
later. “It’s too thick to get in the room. I’ll go out and around.”


When he returned he said, “I didn’t see anything but a broken
window.”


Caleb had recovered his breath. “I was leaving to get
something to eat. As I closed the door, the window shattered and what looked
like a grenade hit the floor.  If I’d been inside…”


“Let’s get you to the police station.” Daniel looked at
Sherry. “Maybe you should come too, just in case.”


“Yeah…” She went back inside her room and re-emerged with a
backpack.


They pushed past the wide-eyed clerk as the Volunteer Fire
Department’s sirens sounded in the distance.


 


They got Sherry and Caleb settled at the police station.
After dinner from the diner, Threefeathers lay down on the cot in the single
cell, and Caleb used an office phone and Sheriff Harris’ computer.


Daniel went back to the motel to be on the scene and returned
to find Lianne bored to distraction. She almost looked happy to see him.


“What did you find out?”


“No one within 100 miles is an explosives expert, but it sure
looks like the explosion came from a source in the middle of the room.”


“Like a grenade.”


“Exactly.  We didn’t find any witnesses.”


“Security footage?”


Daniel looked at her silently.


“Forget I asked,” she said.


“Anyway, the OSBI is sending someone.  They should be here in
a couple of hours.”


“What do we do about our guests?”


Daniel sighed.  “Take turns on guard duty, I guess. Any
better ideas?”


“I considered taking Sherry to my place.  I have a second
bedroom. But what about Mr. Morris?”


“I don’t have room at my house, but I may be able to put him
up at your landlord’s.”


Her eyebrows raised. “Reverend Stratton’s house?”


“He’s tougher than you think. Used to be a Detroit cop, or
something like that. Stephanie’s no slouch, either.”


Lianne shrugged. “Whatever you think.”


So that’s the secret, Daniel thought. She’s cooperative when
she’s exhausted.











Chapter 9


“I’m home,” Daniel called as he let himself into his house.


As he thought, the Stratton’s were willing to put Caleb
Morris up. “Don’t worry, Danny,” the reverend said. “We’ll make sure he’s
safe.”


The very words he wanted to hear.


“In here, Son,” his mother answered. 


He dropped his keys in a cup by the door and made his way to
the small living room. His parents were bathed in the blue glow of the TV. His
mom was knitting on the couch under the single lamp, and his dad was reclined
in his LazyBoy, as usual. Since his accident in a wheat field when Daniel was
in junior high, he was either in the recliner or his bed most of the day.


His mother stood. “I’m so glad you’re OK. I heard about the
motel. Were you really there?”


“Yes, Mom. It’s the first exciting thing to happen in this
town all year. I wouldn’t want to miss it. Hi, Pop.” He leaned over and kissed
his father on the forehead.


“I was worried,” she said. “I’ve been praying for your safety
all evening. I think the town should bring in someone experienced until Sheriff
Harris is better.”


“I’ve told you not to worry. You’re going to have to get used
to me having this job.”


“How can I help it? You have tinga in the oven.”


He would dig into the traditional chicken dish after he went
to his room. He took the safe from the top of his closet and placed his
revolver carefully inside, then locked it and returned it to its place. He
unfastened his belt, and the ten pounds that came of his waist felt like a
hundred. He unlaced his shoes and set them beside the shine kit.


As he unbuttoned his shirt, he glanced at the pictures that
had been in this room almost as long as he could remember. Team photographs,
pictures with college scouts, and one with him kneeling next to the state
championship trophy as a senior with his mother standing behind him, beaming
with her hands on his shoulder pads.


His dad wasn’t in any of them.


He thought he would take a shower after he ate and got his
father to bed.


 


Sherry Threefeathers was asleep as soon as she hit the pillow
in Lianne’s spare bedroom. Lianne dressed for bed herself then sat on her
couch. She was very tired, yet she knew the residual adrenalin from the day
would keep her awake.


She looked at her cell phone. A missed call from her dad. She
pressed his number.


“Mi hija.” His voice sounded happy to get her call.


“Miho,” she responded. “I’m sorry I missed your call. Do you
need anything?”


“Just checking up on my favorite law enforcement officer in
all of Oklahoma.”


She smiled. “Only in Oklahoma?”


“I’m sure if I knew all the other police in the country,
you’d still be my favorite of all. How was your day?”


“It was kind of rough, but I’m safe. I’ll tell you about it
sometime.” No need to worry him.


“And your boss?”


“He comes home tomorrow, but his wife says he’s very weak.”


“I hope his health returns, but maybe there will be a place
for you now. Are you comfortable in the town? Have you made any friends?”


Lianne leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. “To tell the
truth, Dad, I don’t think anyone likes me here.”


“Now, Li, I know you make a big show of not needing anyone,
but maybe you need to meet people halfway. If they know you like I do, they
will love you.”


“You have to say that.”


“Doesn’t mean it’s not true. Now go to bed, get some rest,
have a good breakfast and go for a run tomorrow. You’ll feel better.”


“Yes, sir.” 


As she disconnected, she saw Sherry standing in the doorway
of her room, a glass of water in her hand. She said, “Parents. Am I right?” She
went back inside and closed her door.


 


Lianne was starting her second mile when the phone strapped
to her arm paused her Santana playlist and rang. “Ortega.”


“Harris will be home in about an hour.” It was Daniel. “Can I
pick you up?”


She stopped cold, though she knew better. “You want me to go with
you?”


“You don’t have to…”


“No.  I mean, yes, I want to go.  I’ll have some coffee made
in about 30 minutes.”


“Real coffee? Not that mocha frappuccino latte expresso
girlie stuff?”


“Whatever you want.”


“30 minutes, then.”


 


Daniel expected the sheriff to be weak, but he was shocked at
how frail he looked.


His wife Francis said, “I’m so glad you’re here to help me
get him inside.” She looked at Lianne. “Both of you.”


It took both of them team lifting to get him from the car to
the porch. Even with his dramatic weight loss, he was still a big man. Francis
went inside to prepare the couch for him.


When Harris was safely ensconced in a rocking chair, he said,
“Thanks, you two.”


“You’re welcome,” Lianne responded.


“After all, I’ve had some practice, sir,” said Daniel.


The sheriff smiled wanly. “Yes, I guess you have.”


Lianne looked at Daniel quizzically. 


Harris said, “Listen, both of you, before Francis comes back
out here. I know what’s going on with the road, and the old Stone place, and
how it’s gotten dangerous. There are secrets out there that people will kill to
protect. And when you add money to secrets, the stakes get even higher.”


He looked around, as if to make sure they were alone. Daniel
and Lianne leaned in to hear his quiet voice. “Leave the whole business alone. 
It’s too dangerous, and you’ll only get hurt, or worse.”


Francis came out of the house. “If you two will help me get
him inside, I’ll ask you to be on your way and let him rest.”


 


Daniel and Lianne drove in silence back into town. As they
passed the motel, Daniel saw yellow crime scene tape and two black SUVs by the
wreckage. He wheeled in behind them and parked. Lianne followed him under the
tape.


“Who’s there?” he called.


Four men were poking through the charred remains of Caleb
Morris’s room. One stood and approached them. He was dressed in slacks and an
open-neck polo shirt with OSBI embroidered across the heart. He did not offer
his hand.


“I’m Agent Devose. What can I do for you?”


“I didn’t know you were in town yet,” Daniel said. “Is there
anything we can help you with?”


Devose’s face remained passive. “No, I think we have
everything we need.”


The pause grew uncomfortable. “OK. If you’d like to come to
the station after you look around, maybe we can share information.”


Devose glanced at the others as they worked. “I don’t think
that will be necessary.”


“I see,” said Daniel, even though he didn’t. Out of the
corner of his eye he noticed Lianne watching him closely. “Are you aware there
may be a connection between this bomb and the murder of our town’s newspaper
editor?”


“Officer, we have the Sentinel office cordoned off as
well.  I’ll thank you to stay away from that location, too. And, we have taken
possession of the remains of…” he pulled a notebook out of the pocket of his slacks
and opened it, “Charles Dibble.”


“What? Have you told Charlie’s wife?”


“That’s not really our procedure, but if you feel she should
be notified, help yourself. After that, your services are not required for our
investigation.”


Daniel felt Lianne’s hand on his arm, but he ignored it.
“Look here, I don’t know who you think you are, but this is my town. I’m the
acting police chief, and you will share whatever information you gather with
me!” He looked at Lianne. “Us.”


Devose stepped closer, his face just inches from Daniel’s.
His voice dropped an octave. “This town has embarrassed the Bureau for the last
time. I don’t need you or any other rogue Lone Ranger to interfere with our
business. Now kindly vacate my crime scene.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“Ask your preacher,” Devose said over his shoulder as he
turned back to his work.


Daniel limped his ego back to the cruiser. He and Lianne sat
in the front seat and watched the agents sweep the scene with metal detectors
and take pictures. “What do you think that was all about?” he asked.


Lianne said, “I don’t know, but I have a dinner invitation to
accept. You should come, too.”











Chapter 10


Stephanie Stratton was delighted when Lianne called her, and
even more so when she found Daniel was coming, too. 


“I’ve known Daniel his whole life, you know,” she said as she
sat the platter with pot roast and potatoes on the table. “I even babysat him a
couple of times.”


“You mean I was in the same room while you talked to your
boyfriend for two hours on the phone.”


Stephanie laughed. “OK, truce.”


Her husband, Tony, said, “No, Daniel, do go on.”


Stephanie said, “Now, honey, you know I was in suspended
animation until you blew into town.”


“I’d like to think so.” 


The time passed as the ladies talked about Stephanie’s garden
and the men discussed the prospects for the two main college football teams in
the state, the Sooners and the Cowboys. When there was a lull in the conversation,
Tony said, “So, Danny, the motel…”


“Tony, you shouldn’t pry,” Stephanie scolded.


“Well, I couldn’t help but notice the OSBI came and asked
Caleb Morris to talk, and we haven’t seen him since.”


“How did they act when they showed up here?” Daniel asked.


“Frosty.”


“I get the impression they’re mad at you.”


“Moi?” Tony’s eyes grew wide in mock shock.


Lianne sat her iced tea down. “It seems there’s bad blood
between the bureau and you.  Is there anything we need to know that might
hinder our investigation?”


“Is this an official inquest?” Tony’s eyes still sparkled in
amusement. “What do you know, Danny?”


“What everyone in town knows, I guess. You were brought to
town in the Witness Protection Program. You used to be a police officer and
chaplain in Detroit. You testified at some big drug trial and came back here to
Oak Valley to live when it was over.”


Stephanie said, “How sad, dear. Today’s youth don’t know
about all the times you almost got me killed.”


“Lucky for you, they also don’t know all the times you did
the exact opposite of what you were told to do, putting yourself in danger and
forcing me to rescue you.”


Lianne said, “I hate to interrupt, but can we get back on
track here?”


Stephanie smirked as Tony said, “It’s true we may have been
involved in some incidents that should have been the territory of state law
enforcement. Stephanie and I discovered the identity and solved the murder of
K. C. Waters, the reclusive author. Then there was the mob enforcer that came
to collect a debt from a friend of ours, and the time we found the Confederate
treasure.”


“Not to mention discovering my family’s darkest secret,”
Stephanie said quietly.


“And didn’t you blow the town of Ingalls, OK to smithereens?”
Daniel asked.


“As a matter of fact…” Tony sighed. “But the point is, we
haven’t done you any favors as far as interagency cooperation goes.”


“They’re also telling us to stay away from investigating
Charlie’s death. I’ve known Charlie my whole life. He covered all our high
school games.”


“I take it you think they’re related?”


Lianne fielded that one. “It seems like too much of a
coincidence, in a town this size.”


“I don’t know, crazy things have happened here,” said
Stephanie.


Lianne continued, “What about the road, Reverend? You were at
the meeting.”


“The new highway may be the common denominator. But you know
more than I do, or even want to.  My meddling days are over.”


Stephanie snorted.


Tony’s smile faded to seriousness. “Be very careful, you two.
It might be wise to let the more experienced agents handle all this. You both
have promising careers ahead of you and I’d hate to see anything happen to
prevent that.”


Lianne looked at Daniel. “He’s right.”


Daniel stood. “Well, we’ve taken up enough of your time.
Thank you for a wonderful meal.”


“It was a pleasure to have you both,” Stephanie said.


Tony closed the door as they left. As Daniel got into his
pickup, Lianne called from her car. “Hey, Minco.”


“Yeah?”


“If I ever look at anyone with puppy dog eyes like those two
do, shoot me immediately.”


 


Sheriff Harris awoke, sensing someone was in the room. In the
darkness, he saw the blanket covering Francis rise and fall with her breath. He
turned, every muscle in his body aching.


The form at the end of his bed was familiar. “I was hoping
I’d never see you again,” Harris rasped.


“Quiet now, John. You don’t want to wake Francis up. This
doesn’t concern her.”


Harris felt the intruder grasp his arm. In the glow of the
streetlight coming through the window, he saw the hypodermic needle slip in.


“It would have been so much more convenient if the heart
attack had killed you.”











Chapter 11


County Road 3647 bounced Lianne around inside the cruiser
like she was in a washing machine. She looked to the left and right but saw only
flat meadows with cows grazing behind barbed wire, broken occasionally by
ringed mounds of earth that formed small ponds.


She came upon a gate with no identifying marks, but it was
open. The car vibrated across the cattle guard, and Lianne saw Daniel’s truck.


Eileen told her where he would be, after she told Lianne
about Sheriff Harris’ death and before she left the office in tears, unable to
stay. Her last words as she exited out the door were, “Just leave him be,
child.”


Lianne was chagrined at first that she hadn’t been told
earlier, but quickly realized it wasn’t about her, really. Then she found
herself wondering how a friend would act in this situation. What would her padre
tell her to do? 


Daniel was sitting on the bank, his fishing rod motionless in
his hands. He wore cut-off jeans, sandals, and a stained tee shirt; he hadn’t
bothered to shower or shave.


She sat beside him. “Decided not to come in today, I guess?”


“That’s right.”


After a couple of minutes that seemed like hours, she said,
“I’m so sorry about Harris. He was a good man, and I know you were close to
him.”


“Yep.”


She watched the still line. She guessed nothing was biting
today. “I lost my mom about ten years ago,” she offered. “Breast cancer. I was
in middle school.”


“Sorry.”


Sorry? She wanted to scream back at him. She tried to
remember he was in pain, but he didn’t have to be a jerk. 


She stood and brushed the dirt off the seat of her uniform
trousers. “I’m going back to the office. Eileen took the day off, too. Take
whatever time you need, and I’ll keep working on our cases.”


He looked up at her, squinting into the sun. “What cases
would those be?”


“Uh, the motel explosion? Dibble’s murder?”


“The OSBI is handling those. We were told by Reverend Tony
and the sheriff to leave it alone.”


“What about this being your town, and all that?”


“It still is my town, and I’m telling you to stand down.”


She felt her cheeks flush. Never a good sign. “It’s not your
place to tell me to stand down.”


He looked back to the water. “Actually, it is.  As of this
morning, Mayor Gray appointed me interim chief. At the next city council
meeting, he expects them to make it permanent. I imagine your services won’t be
required after that.”


Her anger turned to bitter embarrassment. How could she have
thought she would find a place here? Or anywhere, for that matter.


She walked away from him, praying he wasn’t watching her
stagger unsteadily back to the police cruiser.


 


Sherry Threefeathers climbed the gate and walked toward the
Stone Mansion. With everything going on in town it was easy for her slip away unnoticed,
ignoring Lianne’s orders to stay in the house.


She skirted the edge of Stone Lake, the field of mud
extensive due to the receding water caused by the current drought. A patch of
grey in the red sludge caught her eye. She stepped toward it, careful to
maintain her footing. She knelt and cleared the area.


When she saw what it was she forgot her archeological
training and pulled it from the clay. 


A skull.


The rounded eye orbits and flared nasal opening were
indicators – but not proof – of Native American bone structure. She estimated
the age to be that of a child.


She put it back in the clay and took several pictures, but
she knew any expert could tell it had been disturbed. She might even be accused
of planting it. She made a quick decision and wrapped the muddy skull in a
towel and placed it in her backpack.


She continued to the house. Her extensive reading about Stone
City hinted there might be a diary from Christine Stone, Alphaus’s daughter. She
had published several articles in Oklahoma Methodist Monthly about her
missionary and teaching work among the population of the town.


Sherry was surprised to find the back door hanging from its
hinges. She walked into the kitchen area and found her way to the staircase. She
looked around her, for what she didn’t know, then climbed the creaking stairs. 


On the upper landing, she could see into several rooms, a
library, a bedroom with pictures of Alphaus and his wife Beatrice – probably
their bedroom – and another with leather chaps and boots on a chair, surely
belonging to the son. She remembered his name was Lewis.


There was one more room, its door closed. Christine’s? Sherry
tried the door, but it was locked. On a hunch, she ran her fingers along the
top of the door frame and was rewarded with an iron skeleton key.  They weren’t
trying too hard to keep people out, she reflected. More a symbolic gesture for
the servants, perhaps.


The lock groaned as she turned the key. The door opened to a
feminine room, the moth-eaten drapes once white and graceful, the finely
embroidered bed skirt and quilt now tattered. 


There was an armoire against a wall, since this was an era
before closets were common. Next to it was a wooden chest. She recognized it as
a hope chest, where young women put fabrics and items they might need upon
their marriage.  She herself had one, passed down from her grandmother, but her
brothers always referred to her’s as a “hopeless” chest.


Sherry lifted the lid. Inside were baby clothes that were old
when Christine had them. There were many books as well, including two Bibles.
Underneath those were layers of silk material that would have made fine
dresses.


Below those was a leather journal.


She tucked it in her pack and went down the stairs. She
didn’t want to press her luck, and anyway, the place made her uneasy.











Chapter 12


Sherry’s heart sank when she saw Lianne’s car in the
driveway. She had the feeling she used to get when she’d been busted by her mom
for sneaking out.


She entered the house to find Lianne on the couch. There was
no TV on, and she was dressed in jeans and a plain blouse. No uniform. She
didn’t look up.


“I thought you would be at work,” Sherry said, steeling
herself for the reprimand.


“Me too,” was all she got in return.


Sherry placed her bag on the coffee table and sat down. “I
have something you might be interested in.” She pulled the towel out and
unwrapped the skull. She left the journal in her satchel. “I found this at the
Stone mansion.”


When Lianne didn’t respond, Sherry said, “Are you OK?”


“Minco made it clear he didn’t want me working with him
anymore.”


“Oh. He’s cute and everything, but you know guys that age
don’t think much about anything but themselves.”


“He’s going to be chief now, so what he wants is how it will
probably be.”


“So, are you fired? Like, fired right now?”


“No, but…”


“I know something about surviving in a man’s world.
Archeology at a major state university? Come on. Everyone thinks they’re
Indiana Jones. Sometimes the battle is won by just showing up.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean if you’re not fired, keep going to work and doing
your job. Force them to deal with you.”


“Maybe you’re right.” Lianne picked up the skull. “What do
you think this means?”


“I think it means something very bad happened at Stone City.”


 


On the morning of Harris’ funeral, Daniel was awakened by a
knocking on his bedroom door.


“Yeah?” he responded, his voice muffled by his pillow.


“Danny, she is here for you,” he heard his mother say.


“Who?”


“Your pretty partner.”


He grabbed the robe he rarely wore off its hangar and opened
the door. Lianne stood in the living room, her police uniform pressed within an
inch of its life, her jet-black hair pulled back into a bun visible under the
back of her hat.


“Hello,” she said. 


“I wasn’t expecting you.”


“I hoped we could ride to the funeral together in the
cruiser. Show a little solidarity to the town.”


He stepped past her to the window. “Did you bring the
cruiser?” 


He opened the curtain. It gleamed in the morning sun.


He looked at her. “It looks great. Thanks. I really haven’t
had the energy to, you know…”


“I know. Now get ready. Meanwhile, your mother promised me
pancakes.”


After showering, shaving, and dressing he stepped back into
the living room. Lianne looked at him from the kitchen table.


“That’s better,” she said, her mouth full.


His mother kissed him on the cheek. “You look so handsome,
Danny. Such a sad day, though.”


Daniel looked at his watch. “We should get going.”


Looking out the window from his chair in the living room, his
father said, “Cah.”


Daniel saw the limousine parked at the curb, Jones Funeral
Home on its side. He saw Francis get out.


Daniel and Lianne met her on the porch. Francis looked over
his shoulder and said, “Hello, Mrs. Minco. It’s good to see you.”


“We are so sorry for your loss. I wish I could attend and pay
my respects, but…” she glanced into the house.


“I understand. Thank you for your kind words.”


Daniel’s mother closed the door. Francis looked at Daniel.
“My husband’s death was no accident.”


“What do you mean?”


“I was awake when someone came into our room. They talked,
and the intruder said I didn’t have to get hurt. My husband pushed my back
under the covers, warning me to stay still. I thought if I did maybe the man
would leave, but he injected something. By the time he left, it was too late.”


“Did you tell the OSBI?”


“Of course I did, but they didn’t believe me. A big man who
was already recovering from a heart attack, you know.”


Lianne said, “Was there an autopsy?”


“No, the undertaker had him embalmed and laid out in a suit
in record time. The funeral director even pressured me to have the service so
soon.”


Daniel stuttered, “Do you know who it was?”


“No. My husband won’t be up for sainthood, and he was mixed
up with some questionable people, especially in the early days. I don’t know
what’s going on in this town, but John and Dibble and the motel explosion must
be connected.”


“Maybe,” Daniel said tentatively.


She took a step closer. “Danny Minco, I’ve known you since
your mama brought you home from the hospital. I expect you to find whoever did
this and make them pay. Use every resource you have.”


Daniel broke eye contact and glanced at Lianne, who nodded at
him.


“Yes, ma’am.”











Chapter 13


At Lianne’s house, Sherry Threefeathers took the leather
journal out of her bag and sat on the couch.


September
3, 1926. It was the first day of school for the Indian children. Ages 6 to 12
were in the big room at the schoolhouse, and the ones over 12 fit into the
smaller meeting room. The older ones were mostly girls, as many of the boys
were working alongside their fathers dredging the new pond in front of the
house. I pleaded with many of the families personally to allow their boys to
continue in school, but to no avail.


Johnny Crumpo
returned from Chilocco Indian School up close to Kansas. Since he obtained his
degree, he will teach the older children. It is my hope that having a fine
learned man who also played football will make it more desirable for the young
men to return to school.


My father
insists on using the Indians for labor, and he doesn’t know why they chafe under
the burden after all we have done for them. He doesn’t seem to realize he has
more money coming up out of the ground than he, or I, or my children when they
are born, will ever be able to spend. He also says the Indians are doing work
that the white men in the town have no desire to do. Perhaps that is true, but
surely the Indians must feel some resentment to doing the dangerous, dirty work
of the wildcatter while receiving so little of the reward.


It is my
Christian duty to continue to teach them the Holy Bible and the ways of our
church. They seem receptive, and I know that this provides some comfort to them
after the hardships their people have endured.  I shared this conjecture with
Mr. Crumpo at the reception given for his return, and he mentioned that his
studies have convinced him that oppressed peoples will always strive toward
freedom, perhaps before their oppressors or even themselves are prepared for
the upheaval. He indicated that he considers me naïve for wishing otherwise.


I told him
I considered his attitude to be one of ingratitude and that he was more than
welcome to seek his fortune elsewhere if he felt oppressed.


Yet I find
myself hoping that he stays.











Chapter 14


Bronson Blake swept past his receptionist and into his
office, the whir of the helicopter rotors still humming in his ears. He’d no
sooner sat behind his desk when the intercom beeped.


“Yes?”


His perturbed receptionist said, “Your father asked for you
to find him when you arrived.”


Behind her he heard some commotion, and his father’s
unmistakable baritone say, “Never mind. I’ll go on in.”


“Never mind, sir,” the receptionist’s voice sounded smug, as
his father blew in. Tall and trim, Frank Bronson was dressed in a tailored grey
pinstriped suit that exuded success. Which was the point, after all.


“I always forget how small this office is,” Frank said. He
stopped short of saying that any given high school football team in the state
could hold a scrimmage in his. “Listen, son, the day will come when you won’t
be able to disappear on a whim. Nobody knew where you were until you called for
the copter. We’ll talk about your whereabouts later, but surely you remember
this is filming day.”


Bronson didn’t need reminding. The thousands of parked cars
around the stadium in the center of the Oklahoma City compound were a clue.


“That’s why I’m back, Dad. I’ve never missed yet, have I?”


“Your tone makes me think you’ve forgotten it’s a privilege
to serve those people out there.”


“I’ll be there on time, I promise. Just let me get ready.”


Frank paused.
“OK, you get ready. I’ve got to get on over there. I’ll tell a production
assistant to stand by with a golf cart.”


“You do
that.”


After his father left, Bronson went into the closet connected
to his washroom. Several suits were hanging there still in their cleaner’s
bags. He selected a conservative Navy blue and a muted maroon tie, a far cry
from the florid purple one his father was wearing. He felt a little strange
putting a pristine suit on over his sweaty, wind-blown body, but the television
audience wouldn’t be able to smell him.


He got in the front seat of the golf cart, and the young
woman driving took off with such force Bronson was pinned back in his seat.
“We’re on the move, and coming in hot,” she said into her headset.


They zipped into the loading zone that merged with the
backstage area. The driver stopped abruptly and pointed Bronson to the makeup
chair.  His father’s makeup lady was tapping her foot impatiently.


Bronson sat in the chair and looked at himself in the light
mirror, then he was looking at the ceiling as the chair was forcefully
reclined. She ran gel through his hair and whipped it into shape with a comb.
“You’re lucky you live in a time when men your age don’t even have to shave to
look stylish,” she said with a little contempt.


“Believe me, I know how lucky I am.” Bronson heard up-tempo
gospel music kick in from the stage. “Got to go.”


He followed the music to stairs that a flashlight wielding
assistant helped him climb. The audience was clapping in time as he found his
seat on the stage. He stood next to his mother, beautiful as always,
resplendent in a cream-colored dress and seemingly ageless. She smiled at him
as he took his place.


The vocal group led the vast audience in several songs, each
more joyful than the last, the words projected on three huge jumbotrons angled
to serve every section of the former professional basketball arena.


After about twenty minutes, the music shifted to a much
slower, more worshipful song. People were raising their hands, eyes closed, and
swaying.


Frank Alphaus Blake stepped forward. His hidden microphone
carried his voice to the farthest reaches of the cavernous room. “Let’s go to
the Lord in prayer.” He prayed for people affected by the floods in Houston
after catastrophic rains there. Bronson knew that the church had already
secretly sent tens of thousands of dollars in relief and would soon send more.


Frank then welcomed the audience, and the viewers at home,
and told them he was convinced that their attendance was a part of God’s plan
for their lives, plans to bless them mightily. He mentioned that gratitude for
those blessings was a key to them continuing. “Every day I thank Him for his
greatest blessings to me, my beautiful wife Darla and my fine son, Bronson, who
will one day lead this ministry.”


Bronson and his mother both smiled into the camera as it
panned across their faces.


 


Lianne stirred from her fitful sleep in the chair in her
living room. Sherry had long since gone to bed. She looked at the TV, then sat
up straight. She reached for her phone without taking her eyes off the screen.
She pressed speed dial #3.


“Daniel? Sorry it’s so late. Turn on channel 43. I’ve found
our mysterious caretaker from the Stone Mansion.”











Chapter 15


The sunlight bounced off the Dallas skyscrapers below the
windows of the conference room at Stone Energy headquarters. Sonia Stone Hale
was listening to her husband Rudy drone his litany of gloom and doom. He had
been a puzzling choice for her among her class of debutantes, too boring and
staid for a wild child like Sonia. But he proved to be a capable if uninspiring
workhorse, and no one doubted he took his job as Chief Financial Officer
seriously.


Out of the corner of her eye she saw the business suits and
dresses of the board of directors taking dutiful notes in their leather folios,
bottles of artesian water safe distances from their laptops. For all their
impressions of busyness, the board wasn’t responsible for one creative idea
since she started attending these meetings on her father’s knee.


Old man Alphaus didn’t have these chains to drag around, she
thought. No, Great-Grandpa could do as he pleased and devil take the rest. All
of the risk, all of the reward.


“Sonia, did you hear me?” Rudy said. “With the price of crude
falling and our fields in the Gulf almost tapped out, we need to develop more
drilling rights or face some serious austerity measures.”


“A little austerity might not be so bad,” she said, stirred
from her complacency and resenting it. “Surely half the people around this
table are redundant, maybe even you, darling.”


Rudy winced, but continued on. “It goes beyond management
payroll. I think we need to look at some of our secondary expenditures.”


“Like what?” she said, ice in her voice.


“Perhaps this road in the middle of nowhere in Oklahoma. I
know the family home was there, but we can’t afford to be sentimental.”


“My family home is there. We are not touching the
budget for the Stone City development.”


“You know that there is a cease and desist order against us.”


 “That shouldn’t be a problem. You know how to make that go
away. Surely there’s something else like, I don’t know, that ridiculous
preacher out of Oklahoma City.” She looked straight at her brother Murray.


Murray responded. “Dear sister, you know that the
Stone-Bronson connection goes back to the middle of the last century. The
endowment that subsidizes that donation was in Great-Grandfather’s will. It
can’t be touched. Any of the lawyers around this table will tell you the same
thing.”


Sonia began to gather her things. “Rudy, you wanted this job.
It’s time to earn the paycheck. Cash flow and operations issues are things you
need to fix, not keep expecting the family to bail you out.”


She made her exit, grateful as always to be leaving that
room. Perhaps some shopping was in order.


 


Bronson went to his father’s office this time. It was indeed
bigger than his, by a long shot. As always, Frank was on the phone. He motioned
for his son to sit down. Bronson looked around the room, though he knew every
detail. The hardwood floor was interrupted by hand-woven carpets that separated
the room into various spaces: tables and chairs for meetings, reading areas
with oak bookcases, and a desk big enough to house a family of three. The walls
were segregated by function, too. Opposite Frank’s desk was a bank of
television monitors tuned to various stations with the sound muted – most of
the ESPN stations were represented. 


Perpendicular to that was a gallery of pictures of the
forebears, or “forebores” as Bronson called them. The first was his
great-grandfather, the Boy Preacher himself, standing outside a tent he claimed
was the largest in America and used solely by him to spread God’s word and heal
the sick immediately after WWII. Two more followed that, one of him with
Eisenhower and one with Truman. Then his son, Bronson’s grandfather, behind a
radio microphone. He’d run the biggest privately held radio network in the
world. 


Then there were the pictures of his dad in exotic places
around the world, sometimes next to helicopters, sometimes next to private
planes. There was one of him preaching in the Sanctuary – his word for the
arena – taken from the opposite end of the auditorium. He appeared as a tiny
figure on a distant stage on front of a crowd of 60,000. This was very familiar
to Bronson, because it happened every week, early enough on Saturday afternoons
to beam the edited telecast to syndicated TV markets all over the world.


All the men were men of God, Bronson supposed, if you put
stock in that sort of thing. They certainly had integrity – nary a whiff of
impropriety or scandal among the bunch of them. And even though his dad faced
some criticism for his lavish lifestyle – which he ignored – Bronson knew that
the money his father spent was a mere drop in the bucket considering the enormous
charitable outlay discreetly dispersed by the ministry.


At 29, Bronson knew he had big shoes to fill. If he ever did assume
leadership of the ministry, he thought he might keep the TVs in the office.


Frank hung up the phone. “How are you, son?”


“Fine. Sorry I was almost late yesterday.”


“Don’t worry. Everyone gets a little anxious when the
Sanctuary is full. Do you want to grab some lunch?”


Bronson appreciated the gesture, knowing that his father was
booked for meetings at every meal. 


“No thanks. There’s something I wanted to run by you,
though.”


“Shoot.”


“I’d like to go down to Houston and observe our relief
efforts there. Just see what’s going on.”


“I think that’s a great idea,” Frank said, obviously glad
Bronson was showing some initiative. “I’ll get a camera crew to go with you.
It’ll make a great piece to show next week.” He reached for the phone.


“Actually, Dad, I’d like to go quietly. I don’t want to turn
it into a big PR thing yet. If it goes OK, I’ll send for the crew myself.”


Frank dropped
his hand. “Sure, son, anyway you want to play it. I trust you. Do you need help
with any travel arrangements?”


“No, I’ll handle it. Thanks, dad.”


The phone rang, which was Bronson’s cue to leave. As he
walked out of the office, he regretted lying to a man who had never lied to
anyone.











Chapter 16


October
31, 1926. Tonight was the harvest festival. Not many years ago, this would have
been a pagan celebration complete with imprecations to the Great Spirit and
symbolic sacrifices to show gratitude for the abundant crops.


Of course
now it is an expression of thanksgiving to God for his provision. All the
workers were given half the day off to attend.


We started
with the younger ones singing hymns I had taught them: “Bringing in the Sheaves,”
“The Harvest is Heavy,” and “Amazing Grace.” Their high voices sounded so sweet
in the cool night air, their angelic faces illumined by a large fire.


Some of
the shorter ones were standing on a log behind the others so they could be seen
by their families. I was watching them when one of the girls fell off
backwards, disappearing from view.


I rushed
around behind the others and saw she was sitting on the ground, holding her
ankle, about to cry. I scooped her up into my arms. “There, there,” I said. “It
will be fine. God won’t let you be hurt.”


She
nestled against my chest as I stood. “Let’s get you to Mama.”


I brought
her around to the front and passed her to her waiting mother. Then I turned and
directed the singers until their program was finished. They rushed, giggling,
into their parent’s embrace.


The older
group was next, under Johnny Crumpo’s direction. Their singing was far more
rhythmic, and what few young men he had were doing tribal dances. The pounding
of the drums was loud and disturbing, yet the spectacle was also thrilling to
me. Their expression of love to God was genuine.


My own
brother, Lewis, was among them. 17, he attends the school in the town of Oak
Valley, but often participates in the Indian School activities.


I saw Mr. Crumpo
visiting with the working men, especially those with older sons. He had
expressed his hope to me that with the onset of winter, when there would be
little to do with the crops, these families would release their sons for
schooling.


The wind
whipped up as the celebration ended, and the dust soiled my dress and came to
rest on every inch of exposed skin I had. The families retreated to their
homes, but I needed to gather the songbooks. Mr. Crumpo extinguished the fire,
throwing shovelfuls of dirt on the embers.


Watching
him out of the corner of my eye, one of the books slipped off the stack and
fell to the ground. Mr. Crumpo picked it up and stood in front of me, holding
it.


“Much
obliged,” I said. “Did you have any success with the older boys’ families?”


“I believe
I did. We’ll see when the first snow falls.”


“Well, I’m
sure you know that the oil field work never stops, even in winter.”


His brow
furrowed. “I might have known that the daughter of the great Stone would have
her family’s interests at heart. And to think, I wanted to tell you how much
your care for those little ones moved me tonight. I thought it was genuine, but
I guess I was foolish.”


“You know
nothing about my interests. I am not my father, but even if I were he has done
nothing but good for these people. Your people.”


“I notice
that none of ‘my people’ have clothes as fine as yours.”


I was so
angry tears came unbidden to my eyes, and I wiped my hand across my cheeks. He
had the poor manners to laugh.


“You’ve
smudged dirt across your face,” he said. “It looks like warpaint!”


I couldn’t
stay in his insufferable presence any longer. “I’ll thank you to put the book
back on this stack, and I will bid you good evening.”


He
replaced the book, gently as it turned out, and said, “I’m sorry, Miss Stone. I
really did intend to compliment you on the work you do with the little ones. I
didn’t mean to offend.”


With that,
he walked off into the night.


 


December
24, 1926. As I write this, the children’s excitement about the Christmas
holiday has turned to fretfulness with the heavy snowfall.


It caught
us unaware, and now the blizzard makes it unsafe to send any of the students
home. We have no recourse but to wait for the men to come and get their children.


Mr. Crumpo
was in fact very successful in persuading the older boys’ fathers to allow them
to attend school, and today he had led them on a hunting expedition. He
presented it to me as a biology lesson, but I knew better. I hoped they were
safe, but I was more concerned with my charges, especially after it got dark.


The boys
had left the stack of firewood well-stocked, but no one knew it would have to
last into the night. I rationed the remaining logs, but the room grew colder
and darker after the sun went down.


My father
was away on business at the state capital in Oklahoma City, and it would not
occur to my mother to send any help to us. The school and its charges seldom
entered her thoughts.


I gathered
the young ones close to me, thinking our body heat would need to be shared, and
some of them actually went to sleep. But I was wide awake, listening to the
howling wind. 


When the
fire finally gave up the ghost, I was grateful for the ones who were sleeping.
I have read that freezing to death can be a peaceful way to die. 


I heard several
thumps outside the door. I was trying to rouse myself when the door burst open
and Mr. Crumpo hurried in, followed by several young men.


“Charlie,”
he shouted, “you and Samuel bring in more wood. As much as you can carry!”


I saw him
kneel in front of me. He called over his shoulder, “All you others take your
coats off and give them to the little ones.”


He and the
boys pulled the children away from me and wrapped them in the coats and
blankets they brought. The fire was soon roaring, and I felt my blood begin to
circulate again.


Mr. Crumpo
called to my brother, who had been on the hunt with him. “Lewis, stay with your
sister while I get the others started on their way home.”


I heard
him assigning the oldest boys to go different directions and dividing up my
students among them.


I drowsed,
secure in the knowledge that he was taking care of the children, until I felt
him shake me.


“Ms.
Stone, everyone is on their way home. In fact, I heard some of the men calling
and their dogs barking while I was outside. They are all safe. We need to get
you to the big house now.”


I
attempted to stand, but my limbs were numb from the residual cold. I felt him
scoop me up into his arms. “Lewis, do you have that fire out yet? Good. Lead
the way.”


We stepped
into the bitter cold, but it was not too much to bear. Mr. Crumpo carried me
all the way to the house.


 


The sound of breaking glass interrupted Sherry’s reading. She
put the journal underneath the couch cushions and stepped out onto the porch
and saw the front windshield of her car was smashed. She looked up and down the
street but saw no one.


She approached the car and saw a brick on her front seat with
a note tied to it. Her keys were in the house but she opened the unlocked door
and grabbed it. The note simply said, “Back off!” How would she ever explain
this to the OU Motor Pool?


The front door closed, and she heard the lock set. She ran to
it but could not open it. She ran around back and found the rear door open. She
slowed down, realizing she was unprepared to meet anyone who might be armed. 


She stepped inside slowly. The house was small, so she could
see she was alone. Whoever closed the front door was gone. 


With a feeling of dread, she passed through the kitchen into
the living room. The couch cushions were on the floor.


The journal was gone.











Chapter 17


Lianne nodded at Eileen as she entered the Police Department,
and Eileen nodded back. The funeral had been horrible, so now they were battle
buddies.


The widow, Francis, so in control on Daniel’s doorstep, broke
down completely at the service, her crying so loud that Reverend Stratton paused.
His wife comforted her and the wails subsided to heaving sighs and sniffles.
Stratton continued on with some mildly humorous stories from when he first
arrived in town and ran afoul of Harris. Lianne thought there was more to the
stories than he was letting on, but it was a serviceable, even moving, eulogy.


As they were getting into cars afterward, Lianne told Eileen,
“I’m sure it would be fine if you took the rest of the day off.”


“Nonsense. I’ll see you back at the office.”


So they were both there, Lianne shuffling papers and Eileen
doing whatever it was she did, both avoiding looking at Harris’ empty desk.


Curiosity got the better of Lianne after a bit, and she said,
“Do you think Daniel will come in?”


“Lord only knows. That boy lost more than any of us, except
Francis.”


“He and Sheriff Harris seemed close.”


Eileen turned in her chair to face Lianne. “When Daniel got
hurt at college, he came back to Oak Valley with his tail between his legs,
after leaving as a hero. The Sheriff was the only one who didn’t feel sorry for
him, and gave him a place to start again.”


“He played football or something like that, didn’t he?”


Eileen chuckled. “Saying he played football is like saying
Liberace played the piano. Doesn’t begin to cover it.”


Lianne made a mental note to look up Liberace and said, “What
about his family?”


“He’s got family all over these parts, but most aren’t worth
spit in a bucket. His father was a good man, but you’ve seen how disabled he
is. His mother is a saint, though.”


The phone rang, and Eileen answered. “No, he’s not in at the
moment. Oh, wait, he just walked in.”


Daniel walked through the door, and took the receiver from
her.


He listened for a moment, then, “Thanks for your condolences.
But did you spot the hearse? Great, thanks for the update.” He handed the phone
back. “I’m going to the funeral home.”


“Whatever for?” Eileen asked.


“I’d like to talk to old man Jones about some things, and his
staff is taking the body up to a cemetery in Tulsa. Family only for that.
Anyway, Mr. Jones should be alone.”


“I’ll go with you,” Lianne said, standing.


Daniel looked at her for the first time since he came in. “I
don’t need you.”


Lianne sat back down, feeling like she’d been slapped.


Eileen said, “It’s none of my business, officer, but you know
that two on a call is always better than one. Sometimes it prevents bad things
from happening.”


Lianne thought she heard him snort. “All right, come on.”


 


Oak Valley resumed business as usual after the funeral.
Lianne sat in the passenger’s seat with no choice but to listen to the silence
from Daniel.


They parked in front of Jones and Sons Funeral Home, one of
the newest structures in town, situated a couple of blocks off Main Street.


“Nice building,” she offered.


“They usually are.”


She followed him through the front door. A soft tone
announced their presence. The carpeted room was filled with flowers which
almost masked the chemical scent from the back.


Mr. Jones himself appeared to greet his visitors. He was
dressed in a crisp, dark suit with a subdued navy-blue tie. 


“Daniel, I didn’t expect to see you here. Again, I’m so sorry
for your loss.”


“Please call me Officer Minco. You remember Officer Ortega.”


“Yes, we were introduced at the City Council meeting last week.”


“We…I have some questions for you. Can we go to your office?”


Lianne saw Jones was rattled. “Of course. Follow me.”


Jones sat behind his desk. To Lianne he looked like he was
trying to hide behind it. Daniel stood, so she did too.


“Now, how can I help Oak Valley’s finest?”


Daniel’s voice was abrupt. “Did you notice any unusual wounds
on Sheriff Harris’ body?”


“Like what?”


“Like a hypodermic needle puncture mark?”


“No, but I’ll remind you that I am not a medical examiner.”


“I realize that. You embalm and bury bodies. So perhaps you
can answer this.” Daniel leaned over, placing his palms on the desk. “Why did
you embalm Harris so fast? Was it your decision? Did you have something to
hide?”


“Me? No…it was…” He got up and walked over and closed the
door. He leaned against it, as if to keep the world out. “It was Agent Devose,
from the OSBI. He said it would be wrong to prolong Francis Harris’ agony, that
an autopsy would take a week or more, and it would just show he died of a heart
attack anyway.”


“So you did it for Francis?”


Jones’s eyes shifted. “He was rather persuasive. He allowed
that whoever bombed the motel was still at large, and he could protect me from
them. This business is all I have. It’s my life.”


“And your sons’ lives, too, I presume,” Lianne added.


Daniel looked at her sharply. “He doesn’t have any sons. He
just named the company that because people trust family businesses.” He turned
back to Jones. “What can you tell us about Charlie Dibble?”


Jones’ voice dropped even lower. “That was strange, too. He
was pronounced dead at the scene, so the ambulance brought him directly here. I
no sooner unzipped the body bag than Devose was in the room. How did they get
here so fast? It must have been only an hour since Officer Ortega called it
in.”


“What did he want?”


“He wanted the body. He showed me his badge and everything.
Before he took Charlie, though, I noticed his broken neck. Things like that
don’t happen by accident.”


Daniel looked at Lianne. “You have anything?”


She shook her head. She thought he had done pretty well,
actually.


“Mr. Jones, if you have any more contact with Agent Devose,
grow a spine and call me.”


Jones stepped away from the door to let them pass. “What does
this all mean, Daniel? I mean, officer?”


“I don’t know yet, but I’m going to find out.”











Chapter 18


Sherry Threefeathers looked at her cell phone in disgust,
then put it back to her ear. “They did what?”


Jeff Caruthers, University of Oklahoma’s Director of
Archeological Studies and her boss, said, “Stone Energy got our cease and
desist overturned. They knew a bigger judge than we did. It’s over.”


“What does it mean?”


“It means they resume surveying for the highway at will, probably
tomorrow. They’ve had their crews on standby until this was resolved, and every
day has cost them money.”


“Jeff, I don’t know for sure what’s out at Stone City, but I
know it’s huge. I found a skull there, for God’s sake.”


“Yes, and that’s interesting. If only we possessed some
corroborating evidence, like contemporary newspapers. Or a journal.”


“That’s not fair. The journal was stolen from me! Doesn’t
that tell you something?”


Jeff’s voice became monotone, which was a good sign he was
putting his boss hat on. “Sherry, there may be historical discoveries to be
uncovered at Stone City. But the highway is good for the state, and OU wants
what is good for the state as well. Not everything is a conspiracy. Please come
back to Norman. I’ll expect you Monday.”


He hung up. “You don’t always get what you expect, Jeff,” she
said to empty air.


 


Daniel knew Lianne was anxious in the passenger seat after
leaving the funeral home. He wasn’t trying to be mean, but the less connection
she felt to Oak Valley, the better. She was a fellow officer, after all. For
now, at least.


“All right, Danny boy, give it up. What are you thinking?”
She couldn’t contain herself any longer.


“Devose is the key. The whole thing centers around the road
somehow. Harris always said follow the money.”


“Actually, that was Woodward and Bernstein.”


He looked at her quizzically. 


“Never mind,” she said. “In this case, the money is easy to
follow. It leads right to the Stone family.”


“There wouldn’t be an Oak Valley if it weren’t for that
family. There might not even be an oil industry in this part of the state.”


“So maybe they were good citizens early on, but this current
generation doesn’t owe this town anything. They don’t strike me as a
sentimental group.”


“There’s not much oil money to be made here anymore.”


“No, but the Stone Mansion B and B will make some bank. Not
to mention all the PR gold from the cash they promised to the town.”


They rode in silence. Daniel passed the station and kept
driving.


“You’re frowning, Danny boy. Why?”


“Stop calling me that. I was just thinking I hope it isn’t
anyone connected with Stone Energy.”


“Why is that?”


“Because they’re in Dallas behind corporate walls. We’ll
never get to them.”


“If only we could get them to come to us.”


“I don’t know how, unless…” he hit the steering wheel with
the palm of his hand. “I’ve got an idea.” He turned the cruiser around.


“I don’t know what it is,” Lianne said, “but I like it
already. Mostly I like that you’re back at work. By the way, where are we
going?”


“To see the mayor.”











Chapter 19


Bronson Blake drove through Oak Valley in a ten-year-old Jeep
Waggoneer, dusty from its trip up from Oklahoma City. Bronson picked it up from
the back of the ministry’s garage, confident that nothing would tie it to his
father’s church except possibly the bumper sticker that read, “In case of
rapture, this car will be unmanned.”


Bronson looked in the rear-view mirror. He wasn’t very
recognizable either, his work shirt and jeans replacing the suits he wore when
he appeared on TV, his unstyled hair under an OSU Cowboys hat.


He didn’t dare stay at the old Stone Mansion again, but he
wasn’t sure where else to go. He cruised by the only motel in town but the
charred ruin of what looked like an explosion was discouraging. Gas line, perhaps?


He remembered the first time he had been to Stone Mansion.
Murray and Sonia Stone decided on a whim to take a road trip there and they let
Bronson tag along. They were impossibly cosmopolitan college students, he a
high school senior whose father was in business meetings with Jerome Stone at
the Oklahoma City campus. Bronson was born and raised in Oklahoma, and planning
on attending his father’s Bible college, while the Stones were home from some
Ivy league school back east.


They drove east on I-40, then north on 75, the very route he
took that morning. They ate at a café in Oak Valley, burgers, tater tots, and
chocolate shakes. Then they followed rural roads to the old house.


Bronson could tell it had been magnificent in its day, but it
was a dilapidated wreck when they drove up. Murray parked the Chevy Tahoe they
were driving and went to the back of the vehicle, lifted the window into the
cargo area, and retrieved a rifle.


“Why did you bring that?” Sonia asked.


“You never know what will happen out here, sis. You know this
place is haunted.”


“I know I’m jumpy enough without you shooting your foot off.”


“Haunted?” Bronson asked.


“Don’t worry, these ghosts won’t hurt you,” Sonia said.


They followed Murray up to the house. Its ancient lumber
creaked in the prairie wind. Sonia kicked at the beer bottles that littered the
porch. The ominous atmosphere caused Bronson’s heart to beat faster.


The screen door slammed and Sonia yelped. “Just the wind,”
Murray said, but his voice was quieter now, too.


“Let’s go,” Sonia said, and Bronson thought that was a good
idea.


“What’s the matter? It’s just our old family house, Sis.”


“Aren’t you afraid of what we’ll find?”


“I don’t think there’s anything to find, or it would have
been found already.”


Bronson didn’t realize how quiet they were until a siren
shredded the air. A police cruiser skidded to a stop by the Tahoe. A uniformed
cop got out, his own rifle in hand.


“You kids get away from the house. Son, go ahead and lay the
gun down and move away from it.”


They did as they were told, and the stout officer made his
way to Murray’s gun and picked it up. Bronson read the name Harris stitched
across a front pocket of the lawman’s shirt.


“Now why did y’all see fit to bring this?”


“Animals,” Murray offered. “Wolves, maybe.”


“Probably not in broad daylight.” Harris opened the gun and
shook two bullets into his hand. He handed the gun back. “Go on and get out of
here.”


Sonia said, “Don’t you know who we are? Our family owns this
house!”


Harris’ voice dropped an octave. “I don’t care if you’re
George and Laura Bush. No good will come out of messing around out here.”


“I’ll have your job!” Sonia wouldn’t let it go.


“Tell you what. You tell your daddy you were here today, and
if Jerome Stone has any questions, have him call me.”


As they drove away, Bronson watched the policeman throw the
rifle bullets into the pond, then look up at the house. His silhouette faded
from view.


“Why did we come?” Bronson asked. “What happened here?”


Sonia turned from the front seat. “What happened is the
reason Blake Ministries is successful today. Ask your father, but I bet he
doesn’t tell you.”


“Sonia…” Murray warned.


Bronson remembered she’d stopped talking, and the ride back
to the city was silent.


He parked in front of the diner and stepped inside. It hadn’t
changed in the last decade, and probably longer than that.


“Sit anywhere,” the lady behind the counter called. He
perched at the counter. 


After eating an open-faced roast beef sandwich drenched in
brown gravy, he asked if there was any place to stay.


“Guess you saw the motel.”


“What happened?”


“The OSBI boys are playing it close to the vest, so no one
really knows. There’s still some rooms there, but the out-of-towners have
them.”


“OSBI?”


“Yep. There was a rent house, but the new lady cop is staying
there. You may have to go down the road.”


“Sorry to eavesdrop,” said a man as he sat next to Bronson.


“Howdy, Reverend,” the waitress said, pouring coffee for him.



“Are you just passing through?”


The lie came to Bronson easily. “I’m between jobs, and I was
hoping to pick something up around here. I’m kind of at the end of my
resources, if you know what I mean.”


“Well, my wife’s grandmother’s place is needing some work.
Nothing major, just paint and yard work. It’s been vacant for several months.”


“Sounds great.”


“Let me give Steph a call.”


 


“You want to what?” John Gray looked from Daniel to Lianne.


“Have a dedication ceremony for the Stone Mansion Bed and
Breakfast, sir,” Lianne said.


“He heard the first time,” said Daniel.


“Yeah, I heard.” The mayor sat at his desk at the auto
dealership with his head in hands. “And you want to do it so we’ll have more
crime?”


“Not exactly…” Lianne stopped abruptly when she saw Daniel
look at her and shake his head.


Gray looked up. “Actually, I like it. Whoever is behind all
this might tip their hand and we’ll get some answers, but at least we get to
have a big dedication ceremony. Speeches, celebrity guests, media, the whole
bit.”


Daniel said, “That’s the kind of visionary thinking this town
needs.” He ignored Lianne’s rolling eyes. “Can we get it together for this
weekend?”


“Four days? I think so. I’ll get my wife on it. She’s the
brains behind the operation, anyway.”


Lianne opened her mouth, but Daniel elbowed her.


John’s wife stuck her head in the door. 


“Cynthia! We were just talking about you.”


“John, you need to come see this.”


They followed her out of the office, through the showroom,
and out to the sidewalk. Cynthia pointed to the east end of town.


Daniel saw a gathering of vehicles, mostly old pickups, in
the parking lot of the school. A crowd was gathered and listening to someone,
but Daniel couldn’t determine who it was. 


“Don’t they need a permit or something, Danny?” John asked.


“I’ll check it out.” He moved down the street, aware that
Lianne was beside him. As he got closer, he said, “Jim. Lisa. The Crow
brothers.”


“Tell me,” Lianne said.


“Most I recognize from the reservation northwest of here. I
don’t know what could have brought them here, all at the same time.”


The group was surrounding a short, slim figure who Daniel
heard before he saw. “Sherry Threefeathers.” He looked at Lianne. “You were
supposed to keep tabs on her.”


Sherry’s words became distinct as they got closer. “The state
has no right to pave over our history. Your history. We need to protest the
wealthy who are trampling on our rights!”


Daniel pushed his way through. “Sherry, what’s going on?”


“You need to join us, officer. Even better, you need to lead
us. Don’t let the system keep us from our heritage.”


There were murmurs of agreement, and Daniel sensed things
could go very wrong in a hurry. He hooked his thumbs in his belt, his right
hand close to his gun – a subliminal message, he hoped – and planted his feet.
Kind of like he was preparing to throw a long pass.


“Listen, all of you. This situation with the road is changing
all the time. All of us need to let things settle down and see where they land.
Rest assured there are laws and procedures that will keep everything fair.”


He saw some nods. Sherry opened her mouth to speak, so he
hurried to cut her off. “Everyone just needs to go on home. There’s nothing to
accomplish here. If things change, I’ll let you know.”


Most drifted towards their trucks, and Daniel took Sherry by
the arm and led her away from the others.


“Take your hands off me!” She tried to twist out of his
grasp, but it was no use.


“Miss Threefeathers, I could cite you for 14 different
infractions here, maybe even put you in jail, but all that would get you is a
good story to tell your university friends. Instead, why don’t you go on back
to Norman? I’ll have peace in my town.”


“Don’t you want to know what happened to your people? What
happened at Stone City?”


“My people are the citizens of Oak Valley. Now does Lianne
have to escort you out of town?”


She jerked her arm out of his grasp. “I’ll be back.”


“Please don’t.”











Chapter 20


The journal was out of the safe and lay open on a small
reading table.


March 12,
1927. It feels good to be back at the school full time. It took several weeks
to recover from the exposure, but I must say that Mr. Crumpo was very
solicitous of my health during my convalescence.


In fact I
must confide here that last evening, as we sat alone in the parlor, my father
away as usual and mother involved in her projects, he took my hand in his and
said it would please him if I called him Johnny.


That was a
pleasant idea to me, and I agreed, so long as we weren’t in formal company. In
my weaker moments I ponder whether there could be a future for us. I’m more and
more inclined to believe there is.


Anyway,
the children made over me, even though I had visited them several times
recently. I had a difficult time getting them to settle down for their lessons,
but still my heart was full of joy to be back with them.


The only
blot on my happiness is my younger brother, Lewis. He still attends school in
Oak Valley, but in my father’s frequent absences he returns to Stone City and
gets into trouble. Despite Johnny’s best efforts, there are some of the native
youth who are not the best influence, given to drink and occasional violence.
Lewis could be a good example for them if he found the strength of character to
do so, but he would rather submit to their unsocial attitudes.


I do not
know how much to tell Father about this, if anything. He eagerly anticipates
the day Lewis will join him in business, and my guess is he would overlook
minor violations as boyish misbehavior. 


I fear it
is more than that. Perhaps much more.


The reader placed the journal back in the safe. It would be
far safer to throw it into the fireplace and destroy it forever, but the
curiosity was overwhelming.











Chapter 21


Sonia could not believe she had been summoned back to the
corporate office. Twice in one week. What did they expect of her?


She wafted past her brother’s receptionist and into his
well-appointed office.


“Murray,” she said, then noticed her husband. “Rudy.” Only
then did she notice the man sitting in one of the leather chairs. In an
environment of dark conservative business suits, his was the darkest. “Agent
Devose. I didn’t expect you here.”


“Please don’t call me Agent, Mrs. Hale. Since I don’t work
for any law enforcement agency, I don’t want to be accused of impersonating an
officer.”


Sonia snorted. “That’s what you want to avoid?”


“No need to be mean about it. If you hurt my feelings, who
will be Stone Energy’s enforcer?”


“I thought you had your feelings surgically removed.”


“Now, children,” Murray interrupted. “There’s a reason I
called this meeting.”


“And what might that be?” Sonia asked.


“The dedication ceremony in Oak Valley is back on.”


“And?”


“And I think we should be there. Hayseeds and their rituals,
you know. Besides, it could be a public relations windfall for us. A couple of
homegrown country music stars are going to be there, and I think we should
invite Frank Blake to give the invocation and say a few words.”


“You would. If it’s publicity we’re after, why don’t we
publicize our massive subsidizing of your pet preacher?”


“You know it doesn’t work that way.”


“When is this shindig?” Sonia asked.


“Saturday.”


“I’m busy.”


“Yes, you and Rudy are going with me to the old family
homestead.” He looked around the room at all of them, including Devose. “If we
manage this properly, we might put an unfortunate phase behind us and come out
sitting pretty.”


 


Bronson Blake accepted the dinner invitation against his
better judgement. He had spent a full day helping Reverend Stratton – Tony –
around the church and even gone with him to visit some church members in the
hospital a couple of towns over. At dusk, when Tony went home to be with his
wife, Stephanie, he mowed the lawn at the small house with the church’s mower.


He needed to repair the guttering, paint the living room, and
strip the old-fashioned wallpaper from the kitchen walls. When he fell into bed
tonight, he would be exhausted and sleep well. It was a lesson in community,
helping and being helped, and on an entirely more simple plane than Blake
Ministries. More simple, and more real.


He’d almost lost sight of his reason for being in Oak Valley.
He kept intending to sneak back out to the mansion throughout the day, but he
was too busy.


His plan was to keep away from people as much as possible, to
prevent anyone from recognizing him. But he couldn’t think of a good excuse to
refuse Stephanie’s invitation to dinner. The diner’s back table was all well
and good, but a home-cooked meal was too good to pass up.


So he packed up the tools he was using to assemble a swing
set in the yard of the church, went back to the little house and showered, and
showed up empty-handed at the parsonage door. He was instructed to not bring
anything but his appetite.


Tony let him in and led him through the living room to the
dining room. Seated at the table was a slender young Hispanic woman, her black
hair loose around her shoulders. She turned to look at him and froze. He
recognized her as one of the cops that approached him when he was staying at
the Stone Mansion.


And she recognized him. She started to get up, but he held
his hand up in a pause gesture that only she could see. She lowered herself
back into her chair, not taking her eyes off him.


Stephanie came through the swinging doors that separated the
dining room from the kitchen carrying a huge tureen. “Bill, you made it,” she
said, sitting it down on the table. “Bill?”


Bronson started. Seeing the policewoman made him forget that
Bill was the name he had given. “Yes,” he recovered, “thanks for inviting me.
It smells delicious.”


“This is Lianne Ortega, one of our police officers.”


“Pleased to meet you,” he managed.


“Likewise,” she said, her eyelids half lowered in suspicion.


Tony said, “Let’s all sit and eat!” He sat and extended his
hands to Stephanie on one side and Bronson on the other. Bronson took more time
to realize what was going on than the prayer did.


Stephanie ladled out big servings of a soup made from meat,
potatoes, tomatoes, and a wide range of other vegetables.


“It smells delicious. What do you call it?” Bronson asked.


“Goulash. My grandmother’s recipe.”


“The grandmother whose house I’m staying in?” He saw Lianne’s
eyes widen.


“The very same. Grandma Teo.”


“Has she passed away?”


“No, not exactly,” Stephanie mumbled.


“It’s a long story,” Tony said. Changing the subject, he
said, “Lianne, have you seen Bronson on TV?”


“Uh, excuse me?” Bronson stammered.


“As a matter of fact, I have,” Lianne said.


Bronson set his spoon down. “How long have you known?”


Tony said, “Since I first saw you in the diner. I watch your
father often. Got to keep up with my colleagues, you know. He seems like a good
man. Genuine.”


Bronson nodded. “What you see is what you get with my dad and
mom. Why didn’t you say anything?”


Tony shrugged. “Your business. But we have some things going
on here in town that may mean we don’t have the luxury of just minding our own
backyards.”


“Really? Like what?”


Lianne said, “Like why were you trespassing at the Stone
Mansion last week? Why did you lie to the police about your reason to be there?
And why did you leave town so quickly? What’s your connection to all this?”


“All what?”


There was a knock at the door. Nobody wanted to make a move,
so Tony called out, “Come in.”


They heard the door open, and Daniel appeared in the doorway
of the dining room, still in his work uniform. He looked surprised to see
Lianne, then more surprised to see the vanished caretaker of Stone Mansion.
“Wow. Am I interrupting?”


“Not at all,” Stephanie said. “There’s always plenty for you.
I would have invited you, but I didn’t think you would come.” 


Bronson noticed Lianne’s cheeks flush.


Tony said, “Sit down. You need to be part of this.”


Daniel did as he was told.


Tony continued, “Your fellow officer was just grilling Bronson
Blake like he was hamburger at a family barbeque.”


“I see. By all means, continue,” Daniel said, staring at
Bronson.


Bronson took a deep breath. “What most people don’t know
about Blake Ministries is it is funded in large part by Stone Energy. It has
been since the end of World War Two. What’s not a secret, to anyone who watches
our broadcasts, is my father is trying to groom me to take over the family
business.”


“Trying?” prompted Tony.


“I’m not sure I want any part of it. Don’t get me wrong, I
think Dad’s organization is on the up and up, but I just don’t think it’s what
I want to do with my life.”


“You don’t feel the call,” Stephanie offered.


“Yeah, that’s the language we use,” Bronson said with a wry
grin. “Anyway, Dad and his board have been bringing me up to speed on the
business side of things, and recently I questioned an item called the General
Operations Fund, which was 60% or more of our income. Tens of millions of
dollars. There was a deposit for similar amounts every year going back to the beginning
of the spreadsheet I was looking at. The money guys were cagey at first, but my
dad told them to tell me.”


“Stone Energy?”


Bronson nodded.


Lianne looked up from her phone. “Preston Blake – known as
the Boy Preacher – was famous for preaching at revival meetings in churches all
across central Oklahoma. When churches stopped supporting him…”


“Because of jealousy,” Bronson said.


“…he spoke out in the open fields at farms in the area. But
in spring of 1946, he got a tent and a truck. The rest is history. This article
said he led the field that included A. A. Allen, Jack Coe, Oral Roberts, even
Billy Graham.”


“That’s Great-Grandpa, all right.”


“So what’s the problem?” Daniel asked.


“The problem is why wouldn’t the Stones publicize their
donations? My family seems to use the money as a positive force, but they kept
it a secret as well. That day I wondered why, and now I can’t think of much
else. I feel like it’s all tied up in the old house. Every time I’ve been there
I have an overwhelming sense of dread. What’s the money for? Do I want to be a
part of it? Or maybe I’m hoping to find something that will get me off the hook
for becoming my father.”


“You might get more than off the hook,” Daniel said. “People
who have poked around here have been getting killed.”


Tony sat up. “People? I know about Charlie, but who else?”


“Sheriff Harris. He was murdered.”


Stephanie put her hand over her mouth. “That’s terrible.”


“That’s why I came over,” Daniel said. “That and I think OSBI
Agent Devose is behind a lot of what’s been going on.” He filled in the others.


Thunder crashed outside, and the sound of rain falling filled
the room.


“That just doesn’t sound like the OSBI I know,” Tony said.
“We’ve had our differences, but they’re always about doing the right thing. I think
I’ll make some calls tomorrow.”


There was a loud grinding noise. The house shook, and the
dishes on the table rattled. Bronson felt as if all stability was being yanked
from under him.


“That’s more than the storm!” said Stephanie.


“It’s an earthquake,” said Tony. 


Then it was over.


“That’s the biggest one I’ve felt,” said Daniel.


“We don’t have those in Tulsa,” said Lianne.


Bronson added, “Or in Oklahoma City.”


Daniel said, “They’re happening more often. They say it’s
from the frakking for natural gas.”


The lights blinked out, then came back on. The sound of the
storm intensified, then the power went off for good.


Cell phone flashlights illuminated the faces one by one.
Bronson felt he could trust these people, but he had to admit it looked a
little creepy.











Chapter 22


Daniel dashed through the rain to the cruiser. He got inside,
closed the door, and inserted the key in the ignition. Before he turned it, the
passenger door opened and Lianne jumped inside.


Tonight was one of the few times he’d seen her in civilian
clothes, her hair loose around her shoulders instead of pulled back in a bun. At
dinner, she’d looked pretty, but now she just looked soggy.


“Were you just going to leave?” she accused.


“I said goodbye,” he said.


“You said ‘goodbye, everybody.’ There’s more to it than
that.”


He was irritated. “Oh, really? Like what?”


“Like what are you afraid of? A little competition?”


Daniel snorted. “From you?”


“Yeah, me. You keep shutting me out. I deserve more. I’m a
good police officer.”


“If you’re so good, why were you sent to help us hicks out? I
think you’ve been hidden away to keep from embarrassing someone.” He regretted
saying it as soon as the words left his mouth. “Look, maybe it would be better
if you got as far away from here as you can. I’m just trying to protect your
career.”


She flinched like he’d struck her. She opened her mouth
several times, but no words came out. Finally she said, in a low and even voice,
“Don’t worry about my career. Look out for yourself. I can make a phone call to
the Sheriff’s Association or the Tulsa County Attorney General and I’ll have
the puny chief’s job you want so bad.”


Daniel reached for the most hurtful thing he could think of.
“This is no place for a girl cop.”


He was successful. He could see it in her eyes.


She stepped out into the rain, leaving the car door open
behind her.


 


He wasn’t sure where Sherry Threefeathers was. He had it on
good intel she’d been in Oak Valley the previous day, stirring up trouble with
a bunch of Native Americans.


She hadn’t gone back to the lady cop’s house. Maybe she’d
worn out her welcome there, maybe she was scared off after losing the journal.
She couldn’t go back to the motel; there were a lot fewer rooms available there.
He’d seen to that.


And he was certain she hadn’t done the one thing she should
do, which was go back to Norman and a quiet life of academia.


Following a tip from his informer, he drove 70 miles
northeast of town to the reservation. The landscape was so flat he couldn’t get
very close without being seen. He parked behind a sizeable hill of mining chaff
and walked toward the cluster of buildings. He left his equipment in the car.
He looked back to the south and saw a storm dumping rain on Oak Valley.


It took almost an hour of painstaking skulking to get close
enough to see anything. It took another hour of careful observation before he
saw her. She left a house and walked to a large meeting hall. She was escorted
by a couple of older men. People from the other buildings joined them. 


When the dirt street was fairly empty, he snuck closer. He
slipped behind the meeting hall and crouched under an open window.


“We need to have a show of solidarity at the dedication
ceremony Saturday,” he heard her say. “We need to be prepared to use force if
necessary to keep the road crews from ruining the Mansion site. It’s the only
way to show the world what happened there.”


He heard a man’s voice say, “We have reached out to many of
our tribal brothers. They will join us.”


They were going to disrupt the ceremony and the road
construction. He couldn’t allow that to happen. 


He made his way to the home Threefeathers left to go to the
meeting. The front door was unlocked. He stepped inside and pressed himself
against the wall. In the kitchen an older Indian woman was standing at the
stove, frying chicken. She hadn’t seen him.


He crossed the living room and saw an open door. When he got
inside, he knew he was in her room. The bed’s covers were disturbed, but the
closet was empty except for a couple of jackets and a robe. It was an extra
bedroom, recently occupied. The opposite wall had a sliding glass door. He
cracked it open for his escape later. Outside was parked an All-Terrain
Vehicle. He looked closer and saw the key dangling from the ignition.


Didn’t these people distrust anyone?


He stepped into the closet to wait.


Two hours later, he heard people enter the house.


“Thank you for your leadership, Dr. Threefeathers. We’ve
waited a long time to learn the truth,” said a man’s voice.


Another said, “I think the wait is almost over.”


He heard Sherry say, “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to rest
before dinner. By the way, it smells delicious. After we eat, we’ll go to our
brothers up north and try to be there by morning.”


He swore to himself. He had hoped she would sleep here. The plan
was to dispatch her as she slept and be long gone before anyone discovered the
body. With her gone, the plans to derail the dedication would collapse. That
wouldn’t work now. He would have to wing it. He hated winging it.


He listened as she entered the room and he heard the bed
creak as she laid or sat on it. She made some phone calls, then she fell
silent.


He dared to peak out of the closet. She was laying on the
bed, her back to him. Her phone was behind her. Out of the corner of his eye,
he saw she closed the door. It was now or never.


He reached back inside the closet and took the sash from the
robe. He wrapped the ends around his hands. If he got it around her neck and
turned her face down quickly enough, he could stifle any noises she might make.


He walked quietly to the bed, his arms in front of him. He
made one last quick step and brought the sash down around her neck.


What he hadn’t seen, or heard, was the Pit Bull dog napping
with her. He heard the growl just before he made contact with Sherry, then the
full-throated bark as the dog attacked.


Sherry sat up in a panic. “What’s happening?” 


He fell backward. “Help!” she yelled. Then she said, “You!”


He found his feet as the dog bit his leg. He opened the
sliding door and staggered to the ATV. He heard the door open and people rush
in, yelling and running toward him. 


The ATV started on the first try. He headed out of town
toward his car, hoping he had enough of a head start. When he reached his
vehicle, he could hear the drone of motors headed his way. 


The car engine roared to life, and he drove for the blacktop.
He didn’t let up until he hit Highway 75, where he turned in the opposite
direction of Oak Valley.


It was a close call, but he’d had close calls before. He was
already working on Plan B.











Chapter 23


The next morning, Lianne got up at 5:30. She sat in her
living room and read her Bible and even tried to pray. It’s what good girls are
supposed to do, she thought to herself.


Giving up, she went for her morning run. The mornings were
noticeably warmer now, but she still saw her breath as she jogged. 


After 3 miles, she returned to the house and made black
coffee, oatmeal, and toast. A sensible breakfast. She showered and dressed.


Then she drove to the police station, though she would have
preferred to face a South American firing squad. Going to work was also what a
good girl did.


Eileen was at her station, but Daniel wasn’t there. “Have you
heard from Officer Minco?”


“He and Reverend Stratton are trying to find an…” she looked
at a note on her desk, “Agent Devose.”


Great, she thought. Daniel would rather take the local
preacher instead of her. “Anything else come in overnight?”


Eileen said, “Power came back on quickly after the quake last
night for most of the town, but the elementary school is still down. They get a
day off.”


“Lucky them. What else?”


“Just… oh, nothing.”


“What?”


“Officer Minco can handle it later.”


“Eileen, please tell me. For God’s sake, I’m desperate to be
of some use somewhere!” Her tears surprised her. She looked away so the
dispatcher wouldn’t see.


“Mrs. Baker called again. Complaining about Mr. Stevenson’s
lights.”


Lianne sighed. “I’ll go out there.”


“Should I get the jail cell ready?”


 


The cruiser was available, so she drove it. She parked in
front of Stevenson’s trailer. As she got out, she saw Mrs. Baker peeking out
her window.


She went around back to the greenhouse and entered,
surprising the grower.


“Mr. Stevenson, come with me.”


“Am I under arrest? Again?”


“No. Please just come with me.”


He followed her to Mrs. Baker’s porch. It took several
knocks, but she finally opened the door. 


Lianne said, “Mr. Stevenson, are you aware that growing
marijuana without being a licensed dispensary is a misdemeanor, and I could
fine you every time there is a complaint?”


“Yes, but…”


Lianne turned to the older lady. “And Mrs. Baker. Surely you
know that this state has laws permitting the growth and sale of medicinal
marijuana, and it probably won’t be long until the whole country does.”


“Yes, but it don’t make it right.”


“I’m not a judge or a lawmaker, just a cop. I don’t have the
luxury of choosing which laws to enforce. It doesn’t matter whether I think
they are right or wrong. But here, today, how are we going to fix this?”


The two looked everywhere but at each other. Finally, Mrs.
Baker said, “The real problem is my grandson.”


“How is that?”


“Colin is only five, and he stays with me some weekends.
Those cursed lights shine right in his window. He can’t sleep, and he asks me
what they’re for, and I hate to tell him there’s a drug dealer next door!”


Stevenson couldn’t let it go. “I am NOT a…”


Lianne held up her hand, and he fell silent. “How often is
Colin here?”


“Every other Saturday.”


Lianne looked at Stevenson and said, “You should be talking.”


He finally said, “I would be happy to turn the lights off
every other Saturday. Would that help?”


Mrs. Baker looked like she hated to admit it, but said, “Yes.
Yes, it would. Thank you.”


He held out his hand and she shook it.


“That was very nice,” Lianne said. “If you two need my help,
please call me, but try to work it out yourselves first.” She walked back to
her car. Next, the Middle East, she thought.


Her cell phone rang as she sat down. Sherry Threefeathers.


“Ortega speaking. Where are you?”


“I’m at the rez. I need you to come out here. I was
attacked.”


“Are you OK?”


“Yeah, but I don’t know for how long.”


“Aren’t there reservation police that can help you? I don’t
have any jurisdiction out there.”


“Yes, but I’m asking for you.”


“Are you sure you don’t want Daniel?”


Sherry laughed. “Not all Native Americans are the same, Li.”


Lianne felt her cheeks flush. “I’m sorry. Of course I’ll
come. Text me the GPS coordinates.”


She hung up and thought about telling Daniel where she would
be, but then decided not to. He wasn’t exactly keeping her in the loop.











Chapter 24


June 15,
1927. Summer is in full bloom, and my heart is as full as the wheat fields.
Johnny is spending the summer here as foreman of a work crew that consists
mainly of the boys he persuaded to return to school. He has proved himself to
his tribe as well as my father with his honorable work. My father is returning
home tomorrow and will be well pleased with the progress at Stone City. Will he
be pleased enough to allow us to be betrothed?


June 16,
1927. No sooner had my father returned home when a delegation of elders
presented themselves at the door. I made a pretense of serving the gentlemen,
and they spoke freely in my presence, as women go unnoticed in polite company.
Samuel Greengrass, the Indian’s leader, said that one of the girls in town was
pregnant. Her name is Maria, and she is 15 years of age, and she claims she was
raped by Lewis. 


My father
asked, “Isn’t it possible that this girl is blaming my son because of our
family’s wealth?”


Samuel said,
“We believe this girl. She has always been truthful. She is afraid.”


“People
who are afraid are the ones that lie the most.”


The elders
were getting angry. “Your son has spent much time with some of the undesirables
in our city. His reputation is not good.”


My father
is excellent at seizing opportunities in argument. “Perhaps it is one of these undesirables
who has misled my son and is now putting the blame on him for their own
crimes.”


I noticed
the hand Samuel used to hold his walking stick was turning white from holding
it so tight. “My people expect your son to be held accountable for his actions,
and this blameless girl must have restitution.”


My
father’s demeanor changed. “Of course, Mr. Greengrass. Rest assured that this
young lady will lack for nothing, and my son will be made to pay for his
actions.”


The elders
appeared to be mollified. They rose to leave. “Thank you, Mr. Stone. My people
are grateful you are taking this so seriously.”


After they
left, my father picked up the phone and said, “Operator, get me Woodrow Wilson
School in Oak Valley. Headmaster Jenkins, please. Yes, I’ll wait. Jenkins, this
is Stone. Send Lewis home immediately.”


June 17,
1927. I am so furious with Lewis. He doesn’t even pretend to be remorseful. His
attitude is so condescending it makes me sick, and my father is no better.
After realizing Lewis was guilty, he – in his words – circled the wagons. He
arranged for Lewis to leave and stay with my uncle in Oklahoma City. Lewis
showed a twinge of humanity when he asked if Maria would be provided for, but
my father swore he would not be coerced into paying “those Indians” another
dime.


I am
beginning to see what I thought was my father’s utopian dream is a scheme to
ensure a labor force for his oilfields.


I long for
Johnny to visit tomorrow. It will be Saturday, and his plan is to ask my father
for my hand. Now I fear our whole world is collapsing. It may be up to Johnny
and me to repair it, with or without my father’s permission.


June 18,
1927.  I have never seen Johnny angry before today. He came through the front
door without knocking. His first words to me were, “Where is your father?”


I pleaded
with him to calm himself, but he pushed past me and charged to my father’s
office. My father was working behind his desk and looked startled when Johnny
entered.


“You, sir,
are a reprobate, and your son is a rapist!”


Was that
fear I saw in my father’s eyes? He stood. “Crumpo, you would do well to show
yourself out.”


“Not until
my people get satisfaction from you.”


“Your
people?” my father sneered. “I bought your people a long time ago. Look out
this window. I own the land they live on, I provide the food they eat, and they
dare not lift a hand to me.”


Johnny
stood his ground. “Beware of your hubris, lest you find out our strength.”


“Their
strength is in harness to my will.” I saw my father open a drawer of his desk.


I stood in
front of Johnny. “Daddy, no!”


The
polished pistol caught a ray of light from the window. “Now look, Crumpo,
you’ve upset my daughter. I can’t have that.”


Johnny was
backing toward the door. “Wasn’t it enough to exploit us? Must you humiliate us
as well?”


“Go find
Greengrass and the others and smooth this thing over,” my father said. “I’m
counting on you. I know what your plan was in coming here, before all this
happened. Maybe there is room in our family for someone who can control the
people of Stone City.”


I felt as
if I were being bartered, then realized that my father would never let Johnny
and I marry. 


Johnny
knew the same thing, perhaps had known it long ago. He turned to leave.


I ran
after him, but not before I saw my father pick up the phone.


 


That was where it all went south, she thought, placing the
journal back in her safe. If she were smart, as smart as everyone gave her
credit for, she would throw it in the fire. There is no use in letting
yesterday’s tragedy become an inconvenience for today. 


But she was so curious. It was her flesh and blood, after
all. 


Besides, Sonia Stone thought, I can handle any fallout a 90-year-old
diary could cause.











Chapter 25


The drive to the reservation was boring, but Sherry
Threefeathers’ tale was not.


“So we have to get that diary back. It’s the key to
everything,” Sherry finished.


“You were attacked?”


“Are you still back there? That’s not the main part of the
story.”


“Pardon me. So what’s in this journal?”


Sherry looked sheepish. “I don’t really know. I didn’t get
that far before it was stolen. Call it a gut feeling.”


“A gut feeling? Really?”


“They’re just as important to archeologists as to cops.”


Lianne could see her point. “So what do we do?”


“I’ve been thinking, while it took you hours to get here…”


“So sorry.”


“What if the guy who attacked me also stole the journal?”


“A gut feeling?”


“You know it.”


“You should come back to town with me. We can protect you.”


“I think I’ll take my chances here. Your record of protection
in Oak Valley isn’t very good. Just saying.”


Lianne looked out the doors of Sherry’s bedroom. “What is
the story here?”


“Everybody here is angry that the road construction is going
to obliterate any chance of finding out what happened at Stone City. Me
included. But my attack kept me from a big strategy meeting this morning. We’re
hearing that some other more militant elements are planning to disrupt the
dedication ceremony by any means necessary. That worries me. I’m more of a
civil disobedience kind of girl.”


“If there’s any danger of violence, I have to tell Daniel. We
should cancel the ceremony.”


“That works for us. It gives us more time to explore our
options.”


“He’s not going to be happy. He has reasons for wanting it to
go ahead,” Lianne said.


“Boy Wonder might have to learn that he doesn’t always get
his way.” Sherry looked at her. “He doesn’t always get his way, does he?”


Lianne felt her cheeks blush and hated herself for it. “I
don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“You two need to stop the dance and admit how you feel. I’ve
watched both of you. I thought he was cute myself at first, but I know enough
to stay out of the water if there are live wires floating around.”


“I need to be getting back. Last opportunity.”


“I’ll take my chances here.” Sherry petted the Pit Bull puppy
that watched their conversation from the bed. “I have all the protection I need
right here.”


 











Chapter 26


“I don’t think it’s a problem.” Daniel could tell Lianne was
shocked he would say that.


“If there is the slightest chance of violence, as officers of
the law we should do everything in our power to avoid it.”


She makes me so angry, Daniel thought, but tried to give a
reasoned answer. “As officers of the law, we should do everything we can to
find out who killed Charlie Dibble and Sheriff Harris.”


“What if others die?”


Daniel sighed. “I’ve been around guys like the ones Sherry is
worried about my whole life.  They talk a big game, but never back it up with
any action. The posturing is worse around a pretty woman like her.” He paused.
“What’d I say?”


“Nothing. Please call the Stones and at least warn them.”


She was probably right, but he couldn’t bring himself to give
her the satisfaction. “If you want to call Stone Energy about a little squabble
on the rez, be my guest. I won’t stop you.”


 


Murray Stone ended the speaker phone call and looked at
Devose.


“How did she get your number?” Devose asked.


“I gave my card to the honorable mayor of Oak Valley. She
must have gotten it from him. What do you think?”


Devose spit some chewing tobacco into a cup. “I’m against
anyone from the family returning to Oak Valley, for any reason. Needless risk.”


“No need for you to have all the fun.”


“My last trip got me dog bit, shot at, and chased off an
Indian reservation.”


“What were you doing there, anyway?”


“Company business. You don’t want to know. Really. But at
least I made your sister happy on the previous trip.”


“How so?” Murray asked, wondering if he would get a straight
answer. Devose was a holdover from his father’s days, and always seemed to have
a hidden agenda. It was a shame not to trust your own chief of security, and
yet need him so badly.


“I liberated that diary from the activist archeologist.”


“What diary?”


“From your great aunt, or great-great aunt; something like
that. She said you knew.”


“Nope.” He didn’t trust his sister either, or her wimpy
husband. It occurred to Murray that the list of people he did trust was very,
very short. 


He could count on Devose to enjoy family intrigues, though. “
Do you think I could get a look at that diary?”


“No problem.”


Murray thought he would press his luck. “Did you have
anything to do with those deaths in Oak Valley?”


“Are you asking as my boss?”


Murray felt his blood temperature drop a few degrees. “I’m
asking as Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of Stone Energy.”


Devose sat up in his chair and straightened his tie. “Then
no, I had nothing to do with them.”


Murray was rattled, but he couldn’t let Devose see. He
shuffled papers on his desk. 


Devose stood, knocking over his spit cup on the Turkish
carpet under the chair he’d vacated, but making no effort to clean it up. “If I
could be so bold as to ask the CEO what he intends to do about the Oklahoma
trip.”


Murray said, “It’s still on. We can’t let a bunch of skittish
Native Americans keep us from our business. I expect you to join us.”


Devose nodded and headed to the door.


Murray stopped him. “And get that diary. See what’s in it. If
it could damage the family get rid of it.”


 


Later that night, with Sonia and Rudy at some philanthropic
event with the shiny, glittery people of Dallas’ 1 percent, Devose entered the
sitting room outside Sonia’s boudoir. He pulled a Frederick Remington oil
painting away from the wall and opened the safe behind it with ease.


There among the jewels and gauche stacks of paper money was
an old leather-bound journal. He retrieved it and closed the safe and replaced
the picture.


Avoiding the surveillance cameras that he’d personally installed,
he put the book in his briefcase and went home.


Home was an old apartment in a once grand building downtown.
For a man who spent his waking hours among the rich and powerful, his abode was
almost embarrassingly humble. But what more did he need? No one ever came to
visit, certainly not the high and mighty who employed him. Besides, when he was
on family business, a company credit card provided him with all the luxuries a
man could desire. Unless that business was in the rural backwater of Oklahoma.


He shed his jacket and tie, opened a beer, and sat on his couch.
He read the journal until the morning sun shone through his dirty living room
windows. He read it all.


He wasn’t going to destroy it. Oh, no. One doesn’t destroy a
silver bullet.


 











Chapter 27


Daniel and Tony had finished their pie after supper at Zach’s
Café when Eileen called Daniel’s cell. They’d spent most of the day searching
for anyone who might have a hint of Agent Devose’s whereabouts. They were
hampered because they didn’t have a picture, just Daniel’s description.


Earlier, Tony called an Agent Long with the OSBI and learned
there was no one there named Devose. Long was interested that someone was
impersonating a law enforcement officer.


“I’ll get up there as soon as I can get away,” he promised.
“I’ll drop everything if you need help with your investigation.”


Tony looked at Daniel, who shook his head. “I’ve got it
handled for now,” he said to Tony’s cell phone speaker. Tony hung up and gave
him a look that said he wasn’t so sure. Daniel wasn’t certain either.


“Yeah,” Daniel said in answer to Eileen. He listened, then
said, “Got it. Thanks.” To Tony, he said, “How are you fixed for time?”


“What’s up?”


“Patsy at the motel over in Franklin said a well-dressed
lawman stiffed her on the bill. She called us to see if we knew anything.”


“Let’s go.”


Franklin was 15 miles east of Oak Valley. Long-standing
football rivals, Daniel had made the drive many times.


After a few minutes of driving, Tony said, “So why am I here,
Danny?”


“Like I said earlier, you were a police officer once upon a
time. Who better to take with me?”


“I don’t know, maybe your partner Lianne.”


“She’s not my partner. As soon as the City Council meets,
she’ll be gone. We don’t have to keep whatever agreement Harris had with the
Sheriff’s Association. Besides, she’s just not a good fit for the town.”


“You mean the way she follows rules, or the threat that she
might show you up?”


Daniel’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”


“Look, I haven’t known you your whole life like everyone else
in this town, but Stephanie said you were a great player in high school.”


“Depends on who you ask, I guess.”


“Don’t be modest. She said Oak Valley would have elected you
king after you brought home the state trophy. Then you were recruited to a good
university program, local boy makes good, it had to be hard to see it end when
you got injured.”


Daniel’s eyes were stinging. Must have been the harsh coffee
at Zach’s. “My dad got hurt, and it basically ended his life. You’ve met him.
He’s no good to anyone. I’m not going to let that happen to me.”


“Being police chief would be a good way to get that respect
back. As long as no one gets in your way.”


“I just want what’s best for Lianne. Ask her yourself. She’s
desperate to get back to the big city and set the world on fire.”


“I’m not so sure. I think her priorities might be changing.”


“You’re wrong.”


“All I know is she would do anything to prove herself to you.”


There was silence for a moment, then Daniel said, “I’m
starting to regret asking you along.”


Tony laughed. “There’s no such thing as a free lunch.”


“My turn to ask some questions.”


“Shoot.”


“What’s the deal on Bronson Blake?”


Tony paused, considering his words. “Completely different
from you.”


“In what way?”


“You’re trying to prove yourself to everybody, including you,
and he’s running from all he’s ever known. I think he would be happy just being
a handy man and lay minister around the church. I think his reason for being in
Oak Valley is just an excuse to hide out for a while. But I’m no expert.”


“A little late for that disqualification. I feel like I
should pay you for a therapy session.”


“We pastors call it counseling, and there’s no charge.”


They pulled into the parking lot of Patsy’s Place, a string
of individual cabins that looked like little more than huts. The center hut was
marked “Office.” They entered.


The woman behind the counter was in her sixties, her grey hair
pulled back into a ponytail. She looked up. “Danny!”


“Hello, Patsy. This is Reverend Stratton from the Community
Church.”


“Howdy. Eileen didn’t say she was sending you out here.”


“We wanted to ask you about this lawman.”


“He was slicker than a snake oil salesman, with his nice suit
and expensive haircut. He paid cash for a week. When that ran out, he was
nowhere to be found. I ran the credit card he gave me to reserve the room, but
it was declined.”


Tony asked, “Do you have a record of the card?”


“I’ve got a copy,” she said, lifting the coin tray out of the
cash register and exposing a few checks. “Here it is.”


It was the carbon copy of a card, the kind made when it was
placed in an imprint machine and the top was slid over it.


“May I look at it?” Tony asked. She handed it over, and he
wandered off, making a call on his phone.


“Can we see his room?” Daniel asked Patsy.


“The one thing he said was to stay out of his room. No cleaning,
no nothing. But I guess I don’t have to follow his wishes anymore, do I?”


She led Daniel outside and walked toward the furthest cabin.
Tony finished his call and fell in behind them.


She inserted the key and turned the lock. No magnetic key cards
for Patsy’s Place.


The room was as dismal on the inside as it looked on the
outside. The main room held two chairs with a table, a bed, and a chest of
drawers with an old TV that would take two men to lift. The bathroom was barely
the size of a closet.


Tony opened the drawers while Patsy watched from the doorway.
“Nothing.”


Daniel lifted the mattress off the box springs. Underneath
was a leather-bound book, 3 feet by two feet. He pulled it out. Embossed on the
spine was Oak Valley Sentinel, January – June, 1927.


“What on earth is that?” Patsy asked.


“Patsy, do you mind making us some fresh coffee?” Daniel said
in a tone that let her know it wasn’t really a request.


She huffed, but left.


Tony said, “OK, I’ve got the same question. What on earth is
that?”


“This,” Daniel answered, “is the reason Charlie Dibble was
murdered.”


“That sounds like a win. Let’s grab it and go.”


After a quick look around with no further discoveries, Daniel
told Patsy someone would be in touch about the bill. 


“Can I rent it to someone else?”


Daniel imagined Devose coming back for his prize and not
finding it. “No, you’d better leave it empty. If he comes back, call me, you
hear?”


Driving back after nightfall, Tony asked, “What’s the next
step?”


“Get the ledger back to the station and see what all the fuss
is about. Want to join me?”


“No thanks. That’s a job for your partner.”


“I told you, she’s not…” Giving up, he pulled out his phone.
“Lianne, where are you? Really? Is she OK? Since you’re on your way back to town,
can you meet at the station? There’s been a development.”


He hung up. From the dark of the passenger seat, Tony said,
“Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?”











Chapter 28


Lianne whistled as she ran her fingers over the leather cover
of the newspaper journal. “If I’d known this was what you had, I would have
gone back to get Sherry.”


Daniel shook his head. “We don’t know what’s in here that
might set her or her friends off. You and I need to keep ahead of this.”


You and I? The phrase surprised her.


“Coffee’s on,” he said.


And he made coffee. A night of firsts. “Let’s get to it,
then.” She got out a notebook and pen. “You examine, I’ll take notes.”


Daniel opened the cover. “What are we looking for?”


“I don’t know. Start by turning the pages.”


He carefully turned over the first page. “Saturday, January 1st,
1927. Editor is William Delacroix. Headline is ‘Oak Valley Celebrates New Year.’”


He turned a few newsprint pages. “These are so fragile. Here’s
the next edition. January 9. I guess it was a weekly, published on Saturdays.”


They went that way, page by page. Lianne was tired from the
day, and the closer they got to the end, the more it looked like they would
come up dry. Still, she appreciated Daniel’s dedication to the task. After all,
this wasn’t the fun part of law enforcement.


“June 18. Governor Johnston visits Oak Valley. Denies
corruption allegations. I guess some things never change.”


Lianne said, “If I remember my high school history, Henry
Johnston was impeached for general incompetence and removed from office a
couple of years later.”


Daniel looked at her over the ledger. “You really paid
attention in Oklahoma History. I don’t remember that.”


“Maybe you were thinking about football when they covered it.”


“I resent that,” he said, looking back down at the paper. “I
was probably thinking about cheerleaders.”


“Just turn the page.”


He did. “June 30. Wait. Shouldn’t there be one before that?”


“June 25 was the next Saturday. The 30th was a Thursday.”


“And get this. The editor is Clarence Herbert. What happened
to what’s his name?”


“Delacroix. Seems harsh to lose your job over one late
issue.”


Daniel said, “Wait a minute. Some pages have been cut out.
Sliced, like with a razor.”


Lianne stood and looked over his shoulder. “Do you think
Devose did that? Does he have the pages?”


Daniel looked closely. “No, I think it happened a long time
ago. If Devose did it, there would be dust from the cut still in here. Look,
just turning the pages causes the newsprint to flake.”


Lianne must have looked disappointed, because Daniel said,
“I’m sorry I wasted your time. I thought we were onto something.”


“It wasn’t a waste. I wish we got more out of it, for your
sake.”


Daniel reacted, almost a cringe, but Lianne couldn’t tell
why. Did he think she was being condescending? Should she try to explain
herself?


He stood. He held the ledger in his hand. “I guess we should
try to get a little rest. Our shift starts in two hours. If Eileen finds us
here together, we’ll never hear the end of it.”


He tossed the heavy book onto the desk. Dust from the pages
puffed into a little cloud.


“What’s that?” Lianne said.


Daniel followed her gaze. The corner of an envelope protruded
from the back cover. He opened it back up.


The envelope had been sealed in the inside cover; the landing
tore the corner free. Daniel got his knife from his belt and carefully outlined
the bulge of the envelope’s shape. He pulled the envelope out of its hiding
place, then slid his knife blade along the top of the packet itself.


“It looks like a newspaper page,” he said.


“The one we’re looking for?”


“I don’t know. You do the honors.”


She sat back down, and he pulled his chair closer to her. She
carefully lifted the page out of the envelope and unfolded the page.


“It’s from the Franklin Tribune. I didn’t know Franklin had a
paper. I’ve never seen it at Zach’s.”


“They don’t. At least, not anymore. What’s the date?”


“June 25, 1927. The headline is ‘Survivor Tells of Horror at
Stone City.’” She read on.


Edna White, Indian resident of Stone City, told this reporter
that the massacre was almost total, and that she was fortunate to have escaped
with her life.


The cause of the incident is unclear, but Ms. White tells of
men with guns, dressed in the garb of the Ku Klux Klan, disposing of the bodies
in a mass grave.


This paper has been unable to verify Ms. White’s story, but
can report that armed guards from out of state have prohibited anyone from
approaching the town of Stone City.


There is no word on the safety of the Stone family, whose
residence is on the property.


This paper will publish a special edition as more details
become available.


“I bet there was no special edition,” Daniel said.


“Mass graves,” Lianne said.


“I know. That’s terrible, if it’s true.”


“Yeah, but it’s something concrete we can search for.”


Daniel brightened. “You’re right!” He lifted his hand for a
high five.


Unfortunately, Lianne was unversed in the high five procedure
and grabbed Daniel’s raised hand, their fingers intertwining. Blushing, and
hating herself for it, she disconnected contact. “What do you want me to do?”
she asked hurriedly.


He paused, looking perplexed, then said, “We need Sherry
Threefeathers’ help.”











Chapter 29


“Let me get this straight,” Sherry said. “You want me to keep
the Indians docile on the reservation.”


Daniel thought to himself that the drive had been too long to
put up with this nonsense. “You’ve seen the article. We want you to mobilize
the archeology resources of the university. We want your help to find out the
truth. Isn’t that what we all want?”


Sherry looked down at the yellowed newsprint in her hand.
“This is the next best thing to a smoking gun. The diary was the best shot we
had at a primary eyewitness source, but I think I can get Caruthers to get some
people out there. Remember, though, archeologists aren’t used to moving very
fast. Most of their subjects aren’t going anywhere, and slow and steady wins
the race.”


“We just have a couple of days,” Lianne said. “The ceremony
is the day after tomorrow, and everyone has a vested interest in building the
road quickly after that.”


“I’ll call him right now.”


“And,” Daniel added, “can you call off the demonstration?
Convince the elders here we’re doing everything possible to get to the bottom
of this?”


“You don’t want much, do you? I’ve spent days getting them
worked into a frenzy.”


Daniel was shocked.


“Just kidding, Danny boy,” Sherry said. Looking at Lianne,
“Doesn’t he have any sense of humor at all?”


“You have to catch him at just the right time.”


“I guess this wasn’t it.”


 


Standing on the porch of Stone Mansion, Daniel admitted to
himself Sherry was as good as her word. 


Three University of Oklahoma vans pulled up in the early
afternoon, mere hours after Threefeathers called them, and a contingent of
graduate assistants set up and calibrated the equipment under the direction of
Jeff Caruthers, who Sherry introduced as her boss. They must have worked
through the night to respond so quickly.


The day turned out to be sunny, but the cold wind was bitter
and raw. A cloud of dust from the road announced the arrival of a fleet of
pickup trucks and other vehicles. They parked a respectable distance away from
the work; Daniel recognized many of them from the gathering in town a couple of
days ago.


Sherry was blowing into her hands for warmth when Daniel
approached her. “What are they doing here?”


“They have every right to be here. This is their story. They
gave me their word there wouldn’t be any trouble.”


They looked like they were staying on the perimeter. “I
suppose you’re right,” Daniel said.


“I can’t make the same promise for the group I was planning
to see the night I was attacked. They tend to be more militant, and my assault
didn’t help their mood. We called them last night, but they didn’t make any
promises. We all hope they stay away.”


Daniel looked to the east end of the Stone homestead. Behind
a recently erected chain-link fence were bulldozers, concrete trucks, and all
the other road building equipment waiting for action. Caleb Morris got out of
an Oklahoma Department of Transportation pickup truck. He checked the lock on
the fence then made his way to Minco.


“Anything yet?”


Danny said, “No. You still in charge of this, after
everything that happened?”


“There’s a job to do. It’d take more than a little explosion
in a motel to keep me from it.”


Daniel nodded and watched the archeological teams as they
worked. Some individuals had ground-penetrating radar that looked like
souped-up metal detectors. Two teams used what Sherry called electromagnetic
induction, machines that looked like the rollers that people used on their
lawns to level them. 


The property that used to be Stone City was divided into
grids, and every square received a scan from one method or the other, sometimes
both. The drought lowered the level of the lake, never more than a large pond,
to the point that those carrying the radars were able to wade the length and
breadth of it.


After several hours of the meticulous work, Daniel approached
the van where Carothers and Sherry had established a command post. Both wore
headphones and peered intently at laptops. Caleb Morris was sitting in the
passenger seat trying to catch a breeze.


“Anything?”


Sherry shook her head. “We’re looking for anomalies in the
structure of the ground that would indicate artificial manipulation of the earth.
A big hole dug by people.”


Caruthers said, “Even if the source is accurate, it’s
entirely possible that any large-scale grave was dug on another site. In the
case of the Greenwood Race Riots in Tulsa, eyewitnesses told of bodies being
carried to the Arkansas River and dumped. That event predated this by only 6
years.”


“If that happened, we might never find the evidence,” Daniel
said.


“A corroborating source would be helpful,” Caruthers said.
“Usually we have many intersecting instances of documentation before we conduct
a survey like this, but Dr. Threefeathers can be very persuasive.”


“Don’t I know it.”


The sound of a car engine caused them to turn. A large sedan
stopped by the van, and John Gray got out. 


“Mayor,” Daniel said in greeting.


“What are you doing?” Gray hissed. From the other side of the
car, Rudy Hale, Sonia Stone Hale’s husband, exited.


“I’ll tell you what they’re doing. Violating a Cease and
Desist order,” Hale said.


Caruthers looked at Sherry. “You didn’t say anything about…”
She cut him off with an upheld hand.


“This is private property, and I insist you stop this illegal
insult to a family that has only wanted to help this town.”


“He’s right, Danny,” Gray said. “You’re jeopardizing
everything this town has worked for.”


“John, we’re so close to finding out the truth of what
happened here. If we stop now, we might never know,” Daniel pleaded.


“Officer,” Hale interrupted, “I got on a Lear jet in Dallas
early this morning to come fix a problem that was already fixed with a court order.
I assure you, we will prosecute you and anyone involved in this.”


Caruthers took his headphones off. “I’m stopping this right
now.”


“Don’t you dare!” Sherry said.


“You’re risking your job,” Caruthers threatened.


“I’ll get a medal if we find something.”


Mayor Gray said, “Her job isn’t the only one on the line, Danny.
I beg you, please stop this.”


Daniel looked at Gray. “No. We owe it to those people.” He
indicated the Native Americans surrounding the site.


A police siren split the air. The Oak Valley police cruiser
stopped in a cloud of dust. Lianne was out before it stopped rocking. She
briskly walked to Daniel. “Trouble back at the station,” she said.


“Now what?”


“We had a threat phoned in about violence at the ceremony
tomorrow. The caller said they were from Red Power and Frank Blake would be
killed if the ceremony took place.”


“Well, that’s just perfect,” John Gray said.


“That doesn’t sound like Red Power,” Sherry said. “They
aren’t overtly violent.”


“We’ve got to take it seriously, though,” said Lianne.


Caruthers tapped Sherry on the shoulder. She turned to look
at his laptop, then back at him. Caruthers shrugged and got on the radio. “Good
work, people. Time to pack it up.”


Daniel said, “What’s going on?”


“The results are negative.”


Sherry said, “There are no mass graves here at Stone City,
Danny. I’m sorry.”


Gray said, “Officer Minco, you are fired.”


Hale approached Morris. “Be ready to get to work the minute
the ceremony ends. I want the house wired for demolition. I don’t want to wait
for bulldozers and wrecking balls.”











Chapter 30


Patsy looked up from her magazine when she heard the motel office
door open. She recognized the well-dressed man instantly.


“Agent Devose,” she greeted, trying not to let the fear cause
her to stammer.


“I let myself into the room, and it appears someone has been
in there.”


“Really?”


“Do you know anything about that?” He leaned across the desk,
his breath hot on her face.


“No. Maybe the cleaning lady. You were gone for quite a
while, and there was a problem with your card…”


He grabbed each of her upper arms and lifted her to her feet.
“There will be a bigger problem if you don’t tell me who was in my room!”


“Please don’t hurt me,” Patsy pleaded.


Devose shook her. Her glasses fell to the desk that separated
them.


“Who?”


“Daniel Minco.”


He released her, and she sank into the chair, sniffling.


“Did he take anything?”


“I don’t know.”


She braced herself for him to strike her, or even shoot her.
Instead, she heard the door slam closed. She opened her eyes and he was gone.


 


Devose sat in his car, fuming. That hick cop had the
newspaper ledger. True, Devose still possessed the diary, and that was powerful
enough, but he didn’t want any loose ends. 


He imagined the day he would wave the diary in the face of
Murray Stone, his sister Sonia, and her milquetoast husband. They’d have no
choice but to give him his due. Their father, old man Jerome, made promises to
him that weren’t kept. After the will was read, and the only thing he got was
continued employment, he’d gone to the kids. They’d laughed at him.


If they didn’t see things his way, he’d release the diary to
the media, maybe through Dr. Sherry Threefeathers. Their empire would crumble
when the world knew their dark secret. No self-respecting stockholder would
retain shares of Stone Energy.


$20 million ought to do it.


But now the cop had a piece of the puzzle. A piece of the
power. Who had he told? Who else knew?


And, not for the first time, he wondered who killed the
newspaper editor. He’d come upon the body shortly after the murder. The office
had been tossed, but he went straight to the ledgers. Not a deduction that
required a lot of brain power. When he discovered the envelope with the
clipping inside the back cover, he began to see why Sonia wanted to suppress
what happened. And did Dibble’s killer off the sheriff and bomb the motel?


He felt his opportunity slipping away. He made the call.











Chapter 31


Daniel drove his pickup through the empty streets of Oak
Valley. Only 6 P. M., it was already dark since Daylight Savings Time ended,
and the afternoon chill lapsed into bitter cold.


No one was in the streets. The few businesses shedding any
light on Main Street were isolated and showed few signs of life. Everyone
seemed to be safe in their homes, cocooned for the night. Maybe this town
didn’t need him after all.


He cruised past the high school with its adjacent football
field, the scene of so many of his triumphs. After being cheered by hundreds,
the satisfaction of doing his job well would never have been enough. What could
be?


He couldn’t put it off any longer. He parked on the driveway
that ran along the side of his parent’s house and went inside.


His mother was cleaning the dinner dishes and his father was
in his chair, of course. Daniel felt just as immobile. 


“How was your day, dear?” his mother chirped.


“Fine.” There would be enough time later to tell her he had
failed again.


“Supper’s in the oven. Big day tomorrow.”


“Yeah.” But he knew he’d had his last big day. He walked to
his room, the house constricting around him.


 


“I did try to call,” Bronson Blake told Lianne. “He said he’d
talk about it when he got here.”


Lianne took another bite of her bagel as the sun rose through
the big window of Zach’s Café. “The idea was for him not to come at all.”


“You don’t know my dad.”


A late model Town Car drove into view. “There he is now,”
Bronson said.


The car parked in front of the Police Station and Frank Blake
got out of the back seat, his suit pants still creased after the 90-minute
drive from Oklahoma City. He reached back for his jacket and slipped it on.


Eileen met him at the door. She didn’t have the chance to
welcome many celebrities into her kingdom.


“Let’s do this,” Lianne said, standing.


Bronson said, “Should we wait for Officer Minco?”


“He won’t be joining us.”


Eileen indicated a chair for Frank to sit in.


Bronson from his seat when they entered. “Son!” Frank said.
“So good to see you.” They embraced. He then offered his hand to Lianne. “Frank
Blake.”


“Officer Lianne Ortega,” she said, thinking it was
unnecessary for Blake to introduce himself to anyone.


“So what is this I hear about imminent danger?”


Lianne told him about the situation at Stone City and the
threat against him. “You were mentioned specifically. With our resources, we
can’t guarantee your safety in an uncontrolled environment like the Dedication
Ceremony.”


“Well, the Stone family is counting on me, and I won’t let
them down.” He looked at Bronson. “I had dinner with them last night in the
city. They’re staying at the Skirvin, of course. Their father used to stay with
us at our house.”


“I remember.”


“They said to tell you they look forward to seeing you.”


Lianne didn’t think Bronson looked as eager to see them.


Frank went on. “I was surprised when you called me from here
last night. I thought you were in Houston.”


Bronson shifted uneasily in his seat. “Dad, I had to find the
connection.”


“What connection?”


“The connection between our family and the Stones. I know
what we owe them. They pay for everything. But what do they owe us?”


Lianne stood. “Eileen and I can give you some privacy, if you
wish.” She glanced at Eileen, who didn’t look like she was going anywhere.


“That’s not necessary, Officer. Please sit.”


She did.


“Son, it’s not that simple. There were some things that
happened a long time ago, in my grandfather’s time, that knit our families
together. I’m familiar with some of it, but not all the details. I may be the
last person alive that knows anything. Jerome Stone and I thought it best that
those stories die out with our generation.”


“That’s not good enough, Dad. I have a right to know.”


“What you have a right to know is the Stones have done a lot
of good with their money. They’ll continue to. It doesn’t matter why they give
it.”


“You’re wrong, Dad. Is it blood money? Guilt? Trying to buy
redemption? It’s like money laundering.”


Lianne saw Frank’s brow knit slightly, and a light flush come
to his cheeks. He was getting angry, but he didn’t want to show it.


“It’s a gift, Son. That’s all.”


“If I’m so curious, you know Murray and Sonia are, too. Trust
me, they’ll find out what they want to know.”


“They’re going to be your partners, Bronson. Be careful how
you talk about them.” He stood. “Here’s how today will go. The ceremony will
take place as scheduled, and I will speak at it. Thank you for your concerns,
Officer Ortega, but I’ll be fine. The Stones don’t leave anything to chance.
Afterwards, Son, I’d appreciate it if you would come home with me. Your mother
misses you.”


Bronson looked at the floor. 


Frank said, “Now where is Mayor Gray’s office? We’ve
exchanged e-mails, and I’d like to meet him.”


“He owns the car dealership at the end of Main Street,”
Lianne said.


Bronson rose from his chair. “I’ll take him.”


They left the station and got into the back seat of the Town
Car.


As they pulled away, Lianne said, “I hope they can keep their
family together.”


Eileen said, “Thanksgiving may be awkward this year.”











Chapter 32


Daniel sat up in bed. He couldn’t remember the last time he
slept this late. Failing so spectacularly really took it out of a man.


He’d never been much of a drinker, even in college, but this
felt like what he imagined the worst hangover in the world would be like. His
head throbbed and he was nauseous. He wanted to go back to bed but knew he
wouldn’t feel any better there. The old injury in his leg pulsed like it was
conducting electricity.


He reached for his phone to see the time – 9:30 – ten missed
calls, all from Patsy’s Place. 


He considered texting the info to Lianne and letting her deal
with it. She was the entirety of the Oak Valley police force, after all. But
he’d told Patsy to call him, so he dialed.


“Danny? Officer Minco? Thank God!”


“What is it, Patsy?”


“He’s back. The agent. He’s angry that you were in his room.”


The fog cleared a little. “When?”


“Yesterday.”


“Where is he now?”


“I don’t know. Not here.”


His thinking was razor sharp now. Devose knew they had the newspaper
clipping that tied him to Charlie Dibble’s murder. He probably assumed that
Lianne knew about it as well, and that they’d enlist Sherry Threefeathers’
expertise.


They were all in danger.


“Thanks, Patsy. I think you’re safe. You don’t have what he wants
anymore. Just to be sure, you might get out of town for a few days.”


“I can’t. We’ve got more business than we’ve had in years
with people in for the dedication.”


 


Devose looked at his phone. It was the call he expected.


“Yeah?”


“You have something that belongs to me.”


It was Sonia’s voice.


“You can have it back. You have my terms.”


“$20 million dollars is a lot of money.”


“You must not have finished reading it, or you wouldn’t
quibble.”


A long pause. “We’ll be back in Dallas tonight. Bring it to
the office and we’ll make the exchange.”


“I don’t think so, young lady. You see, if we can’t come to
an understanding, today is the perfect opportunity to tell the world what I
know about the Stone family.”


“And what is that, exactly?”


“It’ll cost you $20 million to find out.”


“We’re going straight to the ceremony. That hardly seems like
a good place for a transaction like this.”


“It’s perfect for me. Nice and public. Not near as dangerous
for me as your home turf.”


A pause. She was weighing options. “Where do you suggest?”


He’d thought about it. “The parlor of Stone Mansion.”


She snorted. “That spider palace?”


“You’ve been in it before, you and your brother. I know. Be
there alone at 11:30 and be ready to transfer the funds to the account I give
you.”


She sighed. “You win.”


 


Daniel had turned in his service weapon at the station last
night, but this was rural Oklahoma so there was no lack of guns in his house.
He slipped a 45 he got from his dad into his jacket pocket. Since the accident,
his dad didn’t have any use for it. From the gun safe in the utility room, he
selected a Winchester 70 that he’d used to bag several deer, usually with
Sheriff Harris by his side.


He grabbed a box of shells and turned to find Reverend
Stratton in the doorway.


“What’s going on, Daniel?”


“Lianne and Sherry may be in trouble. Maybe everyone at the
dedication.”


“Sounds like a police matter. Have you called anyone?”


“There’s no time.”


“You can’t do this. You’ve been relieved. And if you’ll allow
me a non-clerical turn of phrase, you look like hell.”


Daniel looked down at the rifle in his hands. “I guess you’re
right. Did you have any luck with your contacts at the OSBI?”


“Yeah. I have a message from Agent Long right here.” He
reached into his pants pocket.


Daniel brought the butt of the gun up hard under Stratton’s
chin, then hit him in the side of the head. 


Stratton crumpled to the ground like his legs had snapped. He
wasn’t entirely unconscious, and Daniel thought that in a fair fight the
reverend could have taken him, but this was no time for fairness.


“I’m sorry,” he mumbled as he stepped over the moaning man.
He hoped events would allow him to apologize more later, but he wasn’t sure if
they would.











Chapter 33


Where did all these people come from? Lianne asked herself.


She stood at the base of the platform constructed that
morning that extended the front porch of the Stone Mansion. In the 50 yards
between her and Stone Lake were hundreds of people, many with lawn chairs but
most standing.  In the distance was an ambulance and several police vehicles
from surrounding towns. They’d approached Lianne to see where she wanted them. It
felt good to be the officer in charge.


She saw the gate to the construction equipment was unlocked
and open, with state highway workers arriving sporadically. Caleb stood outside
his pickup, leaning against it with his arms crossed.


To her immediate left was a row of folding chairs for the
honored guests. There was one for the mayor, though he was up glad-handing the
crowd. Three more for Murray Stone, Sonia, and her husband Rudy. Two for the
homegrown musical artists  - country music stars grew like apples on a tree in
this state. And of course one for Frank Blake.


Bronson appeared beside her. “Do you expect any trouble from
them?” He indicated the Native Americans along the north edge of the ceremony
grounds.


“Sherry’s with them,” she answered. “They don’t believe us that
nothing was found yesterday. They suspect a cover-up, but I think they’ll be
OK.”


She looked up at Bronson. “How are you and your father, if
you don’t mind me asking?”


He shook his head. “I don’t know. I don’t agree with him on
much, but he’s brave to continue with his speech.”


“So are you ready to take over the family business?”


“I don’t think I can. I can’t do what he does.”


“What will you do, then?”


“I have no idea. I’ll let you get back to work.”


She checked her watch as he left. 11:15. Go time in 45
minutes. If this went without a hitch, maybe it would impress someone enough to
let her be a real police officer again, in a real city.


 


Daniel lay flat on a hill behind the mansion. From his
vantage point he could see Lianne and, to his right, Sherry.


He watched as a limousine approached the front of the house,
looking out of place on the dusty road. A driver exited and opened the back
door. Out stepped the Stone contingent: Murray, Sonia, and Rudy. They greeted Frank
Blake, who was already in his seat.


Movement at the back of the house caught his eye. He saw Agent
Devose, carrying a satchel, mount the porch and disappear into the back door.
What was he planning? Was he the one who threated Reverend Blake? Was it a play
to get the clipping back somehow?


With another glance at the thickening crowd, he eased down
the hill to the house. He wished he had taken the time to put his knee brace
on. Climbing up the back steps was like a knife repeatedly stabbing his leg.


Before he entered the door, he stood his rifle against the
wall. Whatever happened inside would be pistol work.


 


Devose passed through the rotting kitchen to the parlor. He’d
chosen the room because he remembered it from shadowing those spoiled brats
when old man Jerome went to Oklahoma City to talk to Blake. He also remembered
how he was summarily dismissed from those visits, not allowed at the grown-up
table. “Run along and keep an eye on the kids,” Jerome Stone said more than
once.


He knew the room’s position at the back of the house would
obscure it from the view of the crowd but still be public enough to keep that
whelp Sonia from trying anything unexpected.


He surveyed the room. The once lush drapes were in tatters,
letting shards of light illuminate the gloom. The matching chairs and couch
were moth-eaten and decaying. End tables lay on their sides and a suffocating
layer of dust covered everything.


He moved to the wall opposite the door and mice scurried out
of his way. He heard the crunch of insects crunching underfoot. Beetles or
roaches? He didn’t want to know. He backed into a shadowy corner where he could
see everything. He reached into his satchel, brushing past the journal, and verified
his gun was still there. Worst case scenario.


After a few moments, he heard a shuffling noise and saw a
figure come into the room. It was limping and too tall to be Sonia.


“Devose?”


The man stepped into the room and slid sideways along the
wall, briefly passing through a ray of light from the window. It was that
blasted hick cop. What was his name? Minco.


At first he thought Minco was going to spoil everything, but
then he reconsidered. He wasn’t wearing his uniform. And he knew where the
newspaper clipping was. Maybe this was his chance to tie it all up in pretty
little bow.


He started to call out but then someone else entered the
room. Not cagey like the cop, he walked into the center and shouted, “Devose?
You here?”


It was Rudy Hale, Sonia’s husband. He was dressed like
someone had hit him with a Brooks Brothers catalogue, and he wore a vaguely
feminine long, tan cashmere overcoat. He carried a laptop computer with him.


The cop wasn’t moving.


Devose hated to be the first one to make a move, but he felt
sure he could handle the wimp and a gimped-up cop. He walked away from the wall
and into the light.


“Did you bring the money?” 


“There you are. You startled me. Yeah, I’m ready to transfer.
You bring the diary?”


“Don’t be stupid. Fire up the computer and let’s do this.”


Hale turned his back to him – what an idiot – and set one of
the end tables upright. He placed the laptop on it and opened the cover.


“I expected Sonia. She’s the tough one.”


Hale smirked. “Yes, but she doesn’t like to do the dirty
work. I’ve made so many trips to this cursed backwater I never want to see it
again.”


“Stop jabbering.” Then his curiosity got the better of him.
“What were you doing here?”


“The usual. Killing newspaper editors, blowing up motels, and
so on. For some reason it’s important to Sonia to keep some family secrets
buried so I did what had to be done.”


“And the sheriff?”


“Him, too. You know what he knew. He was a loose cannon. This
the right account number?”


Devose moved closer to the screen, his cell phone open with
his account number on it. “No, you’ve got the first two numbers transposed. I
would’ve thought she would come to me.”


Hale tapped the keys. “She probably would have, but I took
some initiative, which no one ever expects of me. It’s good to be
underestimated. And Sonia doesn’t ask too many questions if things are going
her way. How’s that?”


Devose glanced at the computer screen then his phone. “Yeah,
that’s it. Send it…”


He was looking into a rifle barrel.


 











Chapter 34


Lianne’s watch said 11:59. The Reverend Frank Blake climbed
the stairs.


Of the hundreds of people there, Lianne was focused on the ones
who weren’t. Tony Stratton for one. She could see Stephanie. When she caught
her eye and raised her eyebrows, the reverend’s wife shrugged her shoulders.


And Rudy Hale was missing in action, but Sonia didn’t seem
worried.


And where was Daniel? She’d thought surely he would be there,
if not to support her then at least for the spectacle.


Two loud thumps caused her to jump, but it was only Blake
tapping the microphone to see if it was on. The sound system had been
appropriated from the high school gym.


“Brothers and Sisters, let us pray.” The speakers shrieked
like Jimi Hendrix on a bad day, sending the cacophonous sound rolling down the
prairie. 


When it subsided, he continued. “Heavenly Father, we thank
you for such a beautiful day…”


 


Daniel saw the rifle as soon as Rudy pulled it from his coat.
It was his rifle, the one he left outside on the back porch. 


“That was a boneheaded play, boy,” he heard Sheriff Harris
say in his mind. “You didn’t help anything. You just made it worse. Maybe you
don’t deserve to be the sheriff after all.”


“That’s what happens when you try to do too much,” his father
said. “Just lay down and stop struggling so hard. Let everyone else do the
work. It’ll be OK.”


“Stop!” he yelled, charging at Rudy. The minutes of
inactivity caused his knee to lock up, so it was more of a lurch. He saw Rudy
swing around and squeeze off a shot before he could reach him.


His leg seemed to burst into flame from the inside and he
collapsed to the floor. From his tilted perspective, Rudy seemed to be standing
on the wall. Past him, Daniel saw Devose pull a pistol out of his satchel, but
Rudy was too fast. The rifle bullet struck Devose in the chest, the momentum
causing him to fall back into a once luxurious divan, the cloud of dust already
beginning to cling to the spreading blood.


Rudy dropped the empty rifle and kicked it against the wall.
He took the satchel Devose was still holding and lifted the leather-bound book
from it. He then retrieved his laptop and noticed Daniel watching him through
eyes wincing with pain.


Daniel reached into his belt and pulled out his own pistol,
but it was like he was submerged in molasses. Rudy reached down and took the
gun from his hand with no trouble. 


“You just have a leg wound,” Rudy said. “You might make it
out of here before the charges go off. I don’t know what’s in this book, but I
find it hard to believe people had to die for it.”


He stood, then turned back to Daniel. “A little something to
remember me by.” He stepped on the bullet wound in Daniel’s leg. The pain was
almost greater than Daniel’s ability to sense it, then dark oblivion washed
over him.


 


Lianne heard the shots, but the prayer kept going. She jumped
up on the platform and pushed Blake down to the floor and laid on top of him.


The crowd heard the shots over the speakers, and half seemed
to be trying to get away while the other half pushed closer. 


Bronson appeared and knelt beside them. “Dad, are you all
right?” 


“Get him out of here.” Lianne had to yell to be heard.


Bronson helped Frank to his feet, and they made their way to
the cars in a crouching run.


Lianne saw the other VIPs were also getting to safety. She
turned on her heels and faced the mansion. She lept over the gap between the
platform and the porch and hugged the wall beside the front doors, her weapon
drawn.


“Police! Come out with your hands up.”


No response. The officer from Franklin peered over the edge
of the platform, two other policemen flanking him. She made a circle with her
forefinger, indicating they go around back. They disappeared from view. 


She pushed a door open and slid inside, following her gun. In
all her time on the Tulsa police force, the only time she’d drawn her weapon in
the line of duty was on the dock at the Port of Catoosa. She had received good
grades in the classroom simulations, though.


From outside she heard Mayor Gray over the loudspeaker,
urging the crowd closer to lake.


She moved through the living room and paused at the bottom of
the stairs. If the shooter was up there, it was unlikely she would get the drop
on them with the noise her steps would make. She mounted the first step,
wincing as it creaked.


“In here.” She heard a whisper from a downstairs room toward
the kitchen.  Maintaining her cover, she entered a sitting room.


A man in a black suit was dead on a couch, blood covering his
white shirt. Against the wall, lying on the floor, she saw another figure
trying to get up.


“Danny!” she said, rushing to him.


“Rudy Hale,” he said weakly. “Out the back.”


“We’ll get him.” She scanned him for injuries and saw his leg
was bleeding from a flesh wound, but nothing else. She grabbed her radio. “We
need the ambulance, now! Officer down. Situation is secure.”


“Don’t be so dramatic,” Daniel said, trying to sit up but
failing.


The EMTs were there in a few minutes. They cleaned Daniel’s
wound. As they wrapped it, Lianne indicated the dead body. “Isn’t that…” 


“Devose, fake OSBI agent,” Daniel said through clenched
teeth. “He had the journal and tried to sell it to Hale. Didn’t go so well.”


There was commotion from the back of the room as three police
officers brought Rudy Hale in. His cashmere coat was ripped and his leather
shoes were caked in mud. He struggled against the handcuffs, and blood trickled
from a cut above his left eye.


“Where do you want him, Officer Ortega?” the officer from
Franklin asked.


Lianne said, “Good work, guys. Goodness, you weren’t unnecessarily
rough with him, were you?”


“Oh, no, ma’am.”


Lianne approached Hale and patted him down. She reached into
the inside pocket of his overcoat and pulled out the journal.


Sherry Threefeathers entered the room. “There it is!”


Lianne turned. “What are you doing in here?”


“I heard you say on the radio it was secure.” She looked at
Devose and gasped. “That’s the man who attacked me on the reservation.”


“He’s the one who stole the journal from you, too,” Lianne
added.


Sherry held out her hands. “Can I see it?” Lianne handed it
to her.


One of the medics said to Daniel, “We’re going to get you on
a stretcher and take you to the hospital.”


“Not on your life. It’s just getting good. Help that guy,”
Daniel said, pointing his thumb at Devose.


“Not much we can do for him…”


Lianne suggested, “Let’s move to the living room, where no
one’s dead.”











Chapter 35


Daniel, Lianne, Sherry, and Rudy Hale with his police escort
entered the living room. Lianne looked out the broken picture window and saw
most of the crowd was well away from Stone Mansion. She looked at her watch.
12:15. It had only been 15 minutes since she heard the gunfire.


The front doors opened and Frank and Bronson Blake came
through. “Is everyone all right?” Frank asked.


Lianne scowled at Bronson, who shrugged. “Dad wanted to come
in.”


The doors opened again and Murray Stone and Sonia came in.
“What’s going on in here? What is the delay?” Her eyes fell on her husband.
“Oh, Rudy, what have you done now?”


Lianne noticed Sherry carefully turning the pages of the
journal. “Everyone, quiet!” she said, and the noise died immediately. “Dr.
Threefeathers, do you care to share with the group?”


Lianne saw Sonia notice the journal. Her face drained to the
color of the whitewash on the walls.


With her historian’s eye, Sherry picked out the important
parts of the narrative in the journal to read aloud. Even when she passed the
parts she had read earlier, Christine’s neat handwriting and careful dating
made the events easy to follow.


Lianne noticed that as the story progressed, Sonia and Frank
Blake seemed to grow more uncomfortable.


Sherry turned a page. 


June 19,
1927. Sunday. The
tension in the house has been unbearable since Johnny Crumpo left yesterday.
Father has been out of sorts, constantly looking out the front window and never
too far from the phone in his office. All of our Indian household help stayed
away from the house, and the other staff has been ill-at-ease.


My brother
Lewis has swung from being arrogant - saying the Indians couldn’t touch him -
to inconsolable, taking the blame for causing so much trouble. I believe his
biggest regret was actually having to face the consequences of his careless
behavior.


It was
unseasonably hot for June, and the heat was almost unbearable by 3 o’clock.
Looking from the house into the City, there was very little movement.


Around
sundown the heat broke but the humidity remained. Lewis looked out the window
and said, “They’re here.”


Father,
Mother, and I joined him. It looked like the entire population of Stone City
was on our front lawn – not only the men, but women and children as well. 


Father
muttered, “What do they hope to accomplish?”


Johnny Crumpo
and the elder Samuel Greengrass separated from the crowd and came up the front
steps. My father opened the door.


“You can’t
go out there,” Mother said, more a plea than a command.


“Don’t
worry, my dear, everything is under control,” he said, but I noticed he looked
at each of us in turn. I wonder if he thought it might be the last time he saw
us. He went out to the porch to meet them as we watched from the open window.


I caught
Johnny’s eye. His look was a mixture of so many things. Nobility. Anger. Fear.
Love? Regret?


“What
seems to be the problem?” we heard Father say.


Samuel
spoke. “Your son has disrespected one of our daughters. She is disgraced and
broken from her people. Will your son take responsibility for her?”


“Well, Greengrass,
it takes two to dance, doesn’t it?” he said. I winced.


“Maria is
15 years of age. I believe the white man has law against this.”


“Are you
saying my son broke the law?”


Johnny
interrupted. “Mr. Stone, Lewis must take responsibility and care for Maria or
we will take him into town and turn him over to the sheriff there. I have some
familiarity with the law from my college courses.”


Lewis
brushed past me and ran out to the porch. “Boy, get back in there and let me
handle this!” Father hissed.


“No, Dad.
These savages aren’t going to take me anywhere. If I go with them they’ll kill
me and leave me on the road! And I never touched that hussy, Maria. She’s been
with everyone else, but I wouldn’t have her.”


I don’t
know who threw the rock, but it caught Lewis above the left eye, causing a cut
that gushed blood quickly.


“Who did
that?” My father tried to get to the edge of the porch, in the process knocking
Samuel Greengrass down.


Seeing the
elderly man fall incited the crowd. They began to yell, a roar devoid of words,
and they waved the clubs and farm implements they brought.


Johnny
grabbed my father by the arm to pull him back – to protect him, I believe that
– and he and I noticed the orange glow on Father’s face at the same time.


Johnny
turned and I followed his gaze. Stone City was aflame. The wooden buildings had
ignited like kindling in a fireplace, and the dryness of early summer caused
the flames to roll like waves.


The crowd
saw this and divided. Some ran toward the city but others advanced to the
house, anger contorting their faces.


My father
yanked his arm from Johnny’s grasp and yelled, “Over here!”


I looked
toward the City and saw the white-clad horsemen charging the crowd. They wore
hoods over their heads and carried rifles. There were 50 or so of them, far
fewer than the Indians, but they attacked with ruthless efficiency. Many
running to save the town fell with the first volley of shots. 


Those that
were coming toward the house turned to face the marauders, but they were not in
time to take advantage of their superior numbers. The gunfire was constant now.


“Stop!” my
father cried, “That’s enough!”


But once
started, the bloodlust could not be staunched.


My father
staggered back into the house, dragging Lewis. He locked the door, as if that
could keep the horror outside.


I saw
Johnny Crumpo and Samuel Greengrass stand together as the horsemen of the
apocalypse took aim and killed them. I suppose they had to; there was no way
they could let them live.


The Klan
herded the stragglers, mostly the women and children, into a group on the front
lawn and opened fire.


 


Sherry stopped reading aloud but continued to read silently.


Frank Blake said, “Well, is there more?”


Sherry looked up. Lianne could see the tears.


“Yes, there’s more,” she said, “but I know where the bodies
are.”











Chapter 36


Daniel winced with every step down from the platform. He felt
as if a badger was burying its claws in his muscles, but he made his way to the
construction equipment. Caleb Morris exited an ODOT pickup to meet him.


“Everything OK?”


“Get your men ready to take down the house,” Daniel wheezed.


“Our instructions were to wait until the crowd cleared.”


“I’m telling you to get it out of the way.”


“I don’t think I have to take orders from you. You’re not on
the force anymore, are you?”


Lianne finally caught up to Daniel. She flashed her badge. “I
am. Do what he says.”


Caleb looked to the house and saw a body carried out on a
stretcher and Rudy Hale led away in handcuffs. He made a circle over his head,
signaling his men to get moving.


The excavator was the first to make contact. With its arm
extended to the full 40 feet, the teeth of the bucket looked like a T-rex
taking bites out of the mansion. The ancient timber splintered and collapsed;
after the roofline was destabilized the entire structure quivered. Soon whole
sections were falling under their own weight.


It took a couple of hours, but soon the former glory of Stone
Mansion was a pile of rubble.


“Dozers,” Caleb said into the radio. He looked at Daniel, who
was sweating despite the bracing wind. “Are you OK?”


Daniel’s leg throbbed, but he wasn’t going anywhere. “Fine.” 


Lianne said, “I guess the dutiful wife doesn’t feel she has
to accompany her husband to the jail.” Daniel followed her gaze and saw Sonia
and her brother were waiting in the car they arrived in.


“The Blakes are still here, too.” Daniel pointed to Frank and
Bronson sitting in the folding chairs, pulled back from the work area.


“Everyone wants to know.”


“Yep.”


The remaining crowd and the men from the reservation gathered
in closer as the bulldozers cleared the remains of the building. When they were
done, Caleb walked to the foundation. “It’s a concrete slab. This would have
been incredibly expensive a hundred years ago.”


Sherry Threefeathers joined them on the concrete expanse. “I
don’t think cost was the issue.”


“Can you crack it?” Lianne asked Caleb.


“I don’t have the equipment for it on site. I can get
jackhammers and concrete saws here tomorrow.”


“Blow it with your explosives,” Daniel said.


Caleb raised his eyebrows. “That’s overkill. What makes you
think I have explosives, anyway?”


“I heard Rudy tell you to wire the house. A man doesn’t
forget much about the day he was fired. But you didn’t wire it, did you.”


Caleb shook his head. “It’s a huge risk with so many people
around.”


Daniel said, “That tells me you want to do the right thing.
So trust me when I say you don’t want to be on the wrong side of this.” He
indicated Lianne, who smiled and showed her badge again.


Sherry said, “Wait a minute. We can’t just go around blowing
up what may be a valuable archeological site. I’d be drummed out of the
profession.”


Caleb rubbed his chin. “I can be more surgical than that.
You’ve got to keep the people back, though.”


“Do it.” Daniel leaned his head against the cab of the
pickup. “Does anyone have any aspirin?”


 


Two hours later, no one had left. Caleb’s men scored the
center of the slab, then drilled shallow holes every three feet along the
indention. Caleb himself put minute amounts of C4 in the holes, then connected
them with a detonating cord. 


He also had a hole dug into the incline of the hill at the
southern base of the foundation. More C4, though the amount was not much larger
than in the holes. Caleb passed the cord through it, then unspooled it slowly a
great distance down the hill. He attached the joystick with the thumb button.
“We only have about an hour of daylight.”


Daniel looked again to make sure there was no one in the
proximity of the house. He was about to give the all clear when the air was
disturbed by the blades of a chopper. Everyone shielded their eyes and held
their hats on their heads as the helicopter landed.


Two men in suits hopped out and stooped as they approached
Daniel, Lianne, Caleb, and Sherry. Daniel looked behind him and saw Sonia and
her brother Murray coming their way as well.


“I have a Cease and Desist order to prevent any further
action,” one suit said.


“Geoffrey, glad you could make it,” Murray said. “Ladies and
gentlemen, this is the highest priced lawyer in four states, and he works for
me.”


Geoffrey said, “This is private property. Everyone is ordered
to vacate the premises immediately.”


The other suit said, “Officer Ortega, I am so disappointed to
see you involved in this.”


Daniel stood up straighter. “And who might you be?”


Lianne answered. “This is the Tulsa County Attorney General.”


“This isn’t going to end well anyway.” Daniel took the
detonator from Caleb and pressed the button.


 











Chapter 37


Daniel thought it was anti-climactic at first. The C4 charges
detonated with a pop, not any louder than the cheapest firecrackers. The slab
split down the middle, then the charge at the base went off, and the sliding
ground caused the two concrete chunks to rise in the middle, like a newborn
mountain.


A river of red Oklahoma dirt flowed from underneath the
foundation, leaving a declining ridge of soil leading away from Stone Mansion.


Geoffrey the lawyer said, “Son, it will be my pleasure to see
you incarcerated until you’re older than me.”


Sherry held up her hand for silence. “What is that?”


She walked to the pile of earth and picked up a grey object.
She turned to the others. “A skull!”


She looked down. “And ribs. This looks like a femur.”


The others joined her, seeing scores of bones amongst the
dirt.


The Attorney General spoke first. “Look.” He pointed to the
area under the tent of concrete.


Daniel saw a tangle of bones, skeletons intermingled in an
eternal frozen dance. They were every shape and size, and the eye sockets were
all staring at him.


“There are hundreds of them,” the commissioner said.


Murray Stone looked at his sister, the color of his face
draining. “Did you know?”


“I suspected. But I didn’t know where.”


The crowd closed in around them, the realization of what they
were looking at gradually dawning on them. Their murmurs fell silent.


The quiet was broken when the first Native American howled, a
sound more mournful than any coyote’s call. He was joined by another, then
another, until the falling twilight was filled with grief.











Chapter 38


The National Guard out of Muskogee sent a company to secure
the area, and Jeff Caruthers and every available grad student from the OU
Department of Archeology were due first thing in the morning. 


After the crowd dispersed, Lianne insisted on taking Daniel
to the Emergency Room in Franklin. He didn’t even argue about who should drive.
His wound was tended to and they gave him an IV to replenish his fluids. He was
discharged with some pain meds and orders to take it easy.


Daniel spent most of the way back to Oak Valley looking
silently out the window. When he turned to Lianne, he said, “I’m sorry.”


Her eyes didn’t leave the road. “About what?”


“Ruining your career. Blowing the charges was selfish.”


“I think my career was already ruined. And you solved the
mystery. If you hadn’t detonated them we still wouldn’t know for sure.”


“What will you do, if you can’t go back to Tulsa?” 


She paused. “I don’t really know. Being a cop is all I ever
wanted to do.”


They pulled into his parent’s front yard. Lianne saw Daniel’s
mother pull a curtain back and peer into the yard.


Daniel said, “Thank you.”


“For what?” 


“Coming to my rescue in the house.”


“Oh, that,” she grinned. “I would have done the same for any
citizen.”


She got out and circled the car to open his door. She took
his hand and helped him stand. Then his arms were around her waist, and he
pulled her to him. She lifted her face and he kissed her.


She stepped closer in just as her cell phone chirped. She
pulled back a little, but not out of his embrace. She said, “It’s Sherry.”
Lianne glanced to the house to see the curtain sway, but Mrs. Minco had
disappeared back inside.


Lianne punched up the message. “Everyone is at Zach’s Café.”


“Who’s everyone?”


“She just says everyone. She wants to share the end of the
journal.”


Daniel sat back down in the car. “Let’s go.”


“Oh, no,” Lianne said. “You need to get some rest. You heard
what the doctor said.”


Daniel didn’t move. “Look, you can either drive me or I’ll
walk. My pickup is at Stone City, remember. You don’t want me walking on my
hurt leg, do you?”


She stared at him. “You’re infuriating. And stubborn. And
pathetic!”


“What can I say? I’m well-rounded.”


 


It was well after 10 P. M. when they got to the café, long
past its usual closing time, but someone – probably Mayor Gray – had persuaded
them to stay open.


Gathered around the table in the meeting room in the back
were Gray, Sherry Threefeathers, Frank and Bronson Blake, and Murray Stone.
Sonia was not there. 


Also present were Reverend Tony and Stephanie Stratton. Tony
was sporting a vicious black eye.


Daniel hobbled over to Tony. “I’m so sorry, Reverend. No hard
feelings?”


Tony said, “It’s in my job description to forgive, but the
jury is still out.”


Stephanie nudged him. “Take it easy on him. He was shot,
after all.”


“That makes it a little easier to take,” Tony allowed.


Sherry stood, the journal in her hand. “Is anyone else
coming?” She looked at Murray. “Your sister?”


He shook his head. “She’s with the lawyers. She’s facing a
long list of charges; conspiracy, obstruction of justice, murder-for-hire…it’s
so hard to believe.”


Mayor Gray said, “Dr. Threefeathers, why did you call us
together?”


“I knew we would all be going our separate directions soon,
but I thought it was appropriate to share the final entry of Christine Stone’s
journal with everyone. I didn’t want anyone to read it in the papers.”


“Fair enough,” Gray said. The others nodded their heads.


Still standing, Sherry opened the journal to the last few
pages and began to read.











Chapter 39


September
23, 1947.  As I write this, I am sitting in my bedroom at the old house. No one
has been inside it since that horrible night more than 20 years ago. I sat up a
table and chair in front of a broken window to take advantage of the breeze.
Under the carpet downstairs is a concrete floor, two decades old now, and under
that the blood of two hundred of my lost friends calls to me. Their bodies were
drug to the basement, and a foundation of concrete poured over them by their
murderers. A mausoleum to hide the horror.


I often
lie awake thinking of June 19, 1927. The Klansmen spirited my father, brother,
and mother away, but I refused to go with them. Instead I went to the garage
and got into the Model T we maintained for the help to use for errands. As I
climbed into the seat, I saw a young Indian girl laying in the back seat. “You
have to get out,” I said. “I’m leaving.”


She sat
up. “Please take me with you. I have nowhere else to go.”


I looked
closer. It was Maria.


“Lay down
and cover up.”


I didn’t
see any of my family for years. They thought I was angry about the massacre,
but I was hiding Preston – Maria’s boy – from them. His sweet mother had passed
away giving birth to him. I told him our last name was Blake and my husband had
died before he was born. What is such a lie compared to the sins of my family?


From the
earliest age he showed an unusual sensitivity to our Creator. It was clear that
our Lord’s hand is on him, an exhibition of grace that renders me awestruck. 


For my
part, I left behind the Christian life, feeling a hole in my existence that
could only be the lack of a soul. I did find my prayer voice again when Preston
joined the army in the last two years of the war, and he was finally returned
to me safely.


In the
fullness of time, my father died and Lewis took the reins of the company, and
it prospered. He reached out to me many times to be rejoined with the family,
but I have refused.


Preston
has begun his life’s work, traveling the region preaching the gospel. Most
nights the Spirit seems to fall under the great tent and people are healed and
turn from their sins. Preston has prayed many times for me to be healed from my
cancer, but the Lord has not seen fit to do so. And I would turn from my sins
if I was able, but they surround me.


I have
bequeathed my inheritance to Preston Blake Ministries, which baffled my
brother, but he did not stand in my way. For as long as Stone Energy exists,
Lewis’s son will lack for nothing in his mission.


I am
leaving this journal in the house. I can’t bring myself to destroy it, for it
would be like erasing my life. I am confident it will not be found. No one will
visit this God-forsaken place, and its secrets will decay to nothingness.


I
fervently pray that God will see fit to judge me and my family with mercy, but
I fear it will not be so.


 


Sherry placed the journal on the table in front of her and
sat down.


Frank Blake was the first to speak. “Preston was my
grandfather.”


Murray looked up from his phone. “Well, cousin, I have some
bad news. With just the minor leaks of information that have happened so far,
our investors are abandoning Stone Energy in droves. My acting Chief Financial
Officer says to prepare for a free fall Monday morning. There won’t be any more
money for your ministry. The company is ruined, not to mention my family.”


Frank said, “I’m sorry for your family – our family. It’s
just as well about the money. I don’t think the flock will understand how I
could take such tainted financial support. Son, I’m afraid I’m not leaving you
much.”


“Dad, don’t quit. You do so much good. Maybe we have to have
more faith, is all. This could be our redemption, and I want to help.”


Murray looked at the mayor. “I apologize to you as well.
There’s not going to be a big resort or new municipal center.”


“We’ll make do.”


They watched him leave. Mayor Gray got up and walked over to
Daniel and Lianne. “I’m calling a city council meeting for tomorrow at 3, back
here. I’d like for you to be there. Both of you.”











Chapter 40


Daniel was exhausted and in pain when he got home. He
collapsed into his bed and did not stir for almost 12 hours.


He awoke and checked his phone. Several missed calls and
texts, but it was close to 2 so he got showered and dressed. He took his
mother’s car to Zach’s Cafe.


Autopilot had brought him this far, but at the first sip of
Zach’s strong coffee he wondered for the first time what the meeting was for.
He hardly dared hope he would get his job back.


He hobbled to the back room. I’m spending a lot of time here,
he thought. Everyone was in their place. He took the closest seat to the door,
across the table from Lianne.


She wasn’t in her uniform, that’s for sure. She wore a deep
red blouse with a subdued floral design and a navy-blue skirt. Her black hair
was curled and fell about her shoulders. She’d been to church, Daniel thought,
then probably lunch with the Strattons. Why wouldn’t she make eye contact?


John Gray said, “Let’s get started. First, Officer Ortega, I
hear congratulations are in order. The Tulsa County Police Commissioner cc’ed
me on the e-mail he sent you offering you your old position back. It’s well
deserved, and I know it’s what you’ve been working for. Oak Valley will release
you from your current duties immediately, of course.”


“Wait, what?” Daniel said.


Lianne was looking at him now. “I tried to tell you. You
should answer your phone.”


She was leaving. But then, what did Oak Valley have to offer
her?


“Daniel Ortega.” Gray was talking to him. “The council would
like to offer you your position back with the Oak Valley PD. Your work at Stone
City was exemplary, and the town is grateful.”


They were clapping for him. Not Friday night football
clapping, but clapping nonetheless.


“Well,” Gray said, “what do you say?”


“No.”


“No?”


“Lianne is the one you should hire, if she’ll agree to stay.
She’s every bit as responsible for the outcome at Stone City as I am, maybe
more. This town would be lucky to have her.”


Gray said, “Miss Ortega, would you consider the job?”


Lianne paused, then stood. “On one condition. Hire Mr. Minco
as well. We’re a package deal.”


Gray frowned and looked around the room at the council.
Reverend Stratton said, “Your call, John.”


“Well, the town’s expectations are reduced since there won’t
be a resort to draw the tourists, but the highway is still on track, so we’ll
get some revenue growth from that. And we wouldn’t be paying either of you what
we paid Sheriff Harris, so I think we can make it work. What do you say,
Daniel?”


“I say yes.”


The council stood and shook their hands and patted them on
the back until the mayor said, “We have other business. Marjorie Reynolds has
asked if she could lease an acre of the land behind the high school…”


Daniel caught Lianne’s attention. “That’s our cue.” He nodded
his head to the door.


She followed him out into the restaurant area, slowing her
pace to match his. When he got to the outside door, he realized she had
stopped. He turned to her.


“There’s one more thing,” she said.


“What’s that?”


“Which one of us is Chief?”
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Excerpt from Sooner Fled: Oak Valley Secrets 1


 


Hours later,
restless and unable to sleep, I decided to go for a walk. The first thing I
noticed as I stepped off my porch was how dark it was. It was never completely
dark in Detroit; streetlights, adjacent buildings, and car lights drenched the
city in a stark, grainy light. In Oak Valley, the illumination was further
apart, leaving space for glimpses of the onyx sky with more stars than I knew
existed. 


I walked out
of the neighborhood and into downtown. The parking spaces along the street were
empty, and no buildings showed any sign of life, until I turned the corner and
saw a glow inside the church. It moved from one window to another, like a
carried flashlight. 


I couldn’t
help myself. I moved closer, pulling my keys out of my pocket. Before I
unlocked the front door, it occurred to me I could call the police, but I
didn’t even know if Oak Valley had a police force. I felt sure they didn’t have
911. I knew I should lay low, but this was my church, after all. 


I slid the
key in and turned it slowly. I opened the door quietly to reveal the large,
shadowy sanctuary. I heard muffled voices from down the hall. I made my way
toward them, my blood pressure rising with every squeak of the floor. 


They were in
my office. “I don’t see it. It could be anywhere.” 


“Keep
looking.” 


Perhaps they
were after any cash that might be there, but surely they
knew that any random convenience store would be more lucrative than a small
church. There was some sound equipment, but it was on the platform in the
sanctuary, and so ancient it couldn’t be of interest to anyone except possibly
Three Dog Night circa 1972. 


It didn’t
matter. They were up to no good. I almost stepped into the office, but the walls
shimmered and faded into a Detroit alleyway. 


I had been
on the force for less than a year, still very much a rookie. My partner and I
had responded to a Domestic Disturbance call. When we knocked on the door, the
woman said she was scared that her old man would hurt her and her year-old baby
when he returned. As we interviewed her, we realized she was shacked up with a
dealer we had been tracking for weeks. 


We told her
we would stay close and arrest him when he showed up. She begged us to get her
out of there, but we were sure we could protect her and the kid and get the bad
guy. We staked out the alley behind the apartment building, but we were too far
away when he came home. We heard the screams and the yells, but by the time we
got to the apartment it was too late. The consolation prize was we could charge
him with double homicide instead of just possession with intent to distribute. 


“What are
you punks doing in here?” Our custodian’s voice snapped me back to the present.
I had met Roger earlier that afternoon. He was too old for such a physical job,
but he had been a fixture for decades. I didn’t know what he was doing there so
late. 


I peeked
around the corner. The intruders were older than I first thought, maybe late
20s. They were both wearing dark hoodies with plain ball caps pulled low over
their faces. 


“You need to
get out of here, old man,” said one of them, advancing toward Roger. 


“You’re the
ones that need to leave,” he said, his voice shaking, “before I call the
sheriff.” 


“That would
be a bad mistake,” said the first one. I noticed the other had moved behind
Roger. He had an aluminum softball bat in his hand, and he raised it to strike. 


“Stop!
Police!” I yelled, from force of habit. I ran into the office. The intruders
were so surprised the second guy lowered the bat. 


“You don’t
look like the police,” said the first one. “You look like another loose end to
me.” He slipped a knife out of his belt. The other one pulled the bat back over
his shoulder, as if he were ready for a pitch. 


From the
hallway, I heard a woman’s voice. “Roger? Is that you?”  


“It’s
getting too crowded. Let’s get out of here.” The two ran out the door, almost
knocking Stephanie down as she entered. 


“Hey! What’s
going on in here?” She watched the two run out the back door,
and turned to us. “Roger? Are you all right?” 


Roger looked
a little unsteady. Glaring at me, she helped him into a seat. 


“How could
you let Roger face those thugs? Just look at him!” 


“It’s OK,
Stephanie,” Roger began. “The pastor…” 


I caught his
eye and shook my head. He got the hint and stopped talking. 


Stephanie
didn’t stop talking, though. “And you just let those guys get away! Did they
take anything?” 


“I don’t
think so.” 


“It’s a good
thing I was driving by and saw the lights. There’s no telling what they would
have done to poor Roger.” 


“I’m sorry,”
I said, “I just froze.” 


I watched
her tend the custodian. The lying had begun. 


 


Buy Sooner Fled HERE.  
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“In any case, I look forward to seeing your
operation,” Sandy said.


“And I look forward to showing it to you,” Carol
replied. “Are you sure you don’t need anything to eat or drink before we head
out?”


“No time like the present.” Besides, the sooner we get
started the sooner I can be on a plane to New York, Sandy thought. She was
angry at Alex for sending her on this fool’s errand. Normally he told her to
call and let the independent grower down easy, but the quality of the Oklahoma
wine was special. Still, there was no way these rubes could play in the big
leagues. True, she needed an opportunity to prove herself, but she knew this
wasn’t it. So did Alex Whitworth.


They stepped outside onto the porch. In the distance
they saw a plume of dust coming up the road. Sandy recognized the beat-up truck
as the one driven by the guy working on the livestock pen. It roared up the
driveway and screeched to a stop.


Sandy recognized him from
earlier. He yelled, “Paulo has been in an accident!”


Carol and Sandy rushed to
the pickup and looked in the back. They saw a teenage boy no more than 14 with
a bloody face cradling his arm.


Carol said, “Eddie, what happened?”


“I was coming back to the
house to see how you ladies were getting on,” he said, “and I saw his wrecked
truck. Quick, call the emergency dispatchers and get an ambulance and the
police here.”


Carol disappeared in the
house. Without thinking, Sandy dropped the tailgate of the truck and climbed
in. “Are you okay?” she asked the boy. He opened his left eye but his right eye
was already starting to swell shut. “I think I'm okay,” he said. “I'm not sure
what happened.”


Sandy said, “I need a cloth
to clean him up.” Eddie immediately reached into the cab of his truck and
pulled out a windbreaker jacket and handed it to her.


Sandy said, “Go in the
house and get some water and your first-aid kit and some towels.” He did as he
was told.


Sandy said, “Don't worry,
Paolo. We’ll take care of you. The ambulance is on its way.”


Paolo said, “I was just
driving along. I heard a couple of bangs and I guess a tire blew. I lost
control of the truck and wound up flipping it.”


“How old are you?”


“I'm 13,” he said.


“You're not old enough to
drive,” she said.


He gave a credible attempt
at a smile. “I've been driving on the ranch since I was 10. I've never had an
accident until now.”


Eddie showed up with clean
bandages, a pail of water, and a well-stocked first-aid kit. Sandy took some
bandages from him wrapped Paolo’s head to stop the bleeding. Eddie opened the
first-aid kit and pushed it to her. She used the scissors to cut off the strip
and went laterally around his forehead and used the scissors again to cut that
one off. She took a towel and dipped it in the water and dabbed at the blood
until it stopped flowing.


“Now Paolo,” she said,
“it's important that you stay awake. I know you probably feel drowsy, but try
to fight it.”


The boy did indeed seem to
be wanting to close his eyes. But he responded to her voice and did his best to
stay conscious. “How long until the ambulance gets here?” she asked Eddie.


“They’re coming from
Franklin, so it could be another 45 minutes or an hour depending on where they
were.”


She said, “He's fighting
shock. Can we get on the road and meet them halfway?”


Carol came from the house
and said, “That sounds like a great idea.” She got in the passenger side of the
single cab and Eddie got behind the wheel. When he realized Sandy hadn’t
followed him, he said, “You can't ride back there. Get up here with us.”


“No way. I’m staying back
here with him. Now let's go.”


 The old pickup roared to
life and they took off down the driveway to the dirt road. Carol opened the
back window and said, “How are you doing back there?”


“A little bumpy,” Sandy
said, trying to keep the vibrato out of her voice. She cradled Paolo against
her shoulder with her opposite hand supporting his head so it wouldn’t be
jarred too much.


Through the window Carol
said, “The ambulance and the police should meet us somewhere around the gate.”


They flew down the road and
Sandy wondered if she would ever get all of the dust out of her hair. After 10
minutes, they passed Paolo’s truck, upside down with the wheels pointing
skyward. Broken glass was all over the road.


“Oh, Paolo,” Sandy
breathed, “you could have been killed.”


 


The Oak Valley Owls were up
by three in the fourth quarter when Lianne got the call.


“This is Officer Ortega.”


“Eileen here,” Oak Valley’s
police dispatcher said. “There's been an accident at the Taylor Ranch. Auto
accident. Ambulance is in route, but it’ll take them while.”


LeeAnn understood. The
ambulance was coming from Franklin, the next town over, about 15 minutes in the
opposite direction of Oak Valley from the Rocking T.


“I'm on my way.”


 She went over to the coach
of the high school football team, who happened to be her fellow officer.
“Danny, I have to head up to the Taylor place. There's been an auto accident.”


Daniel Minco signaled for a
timeout. “John, can you talk some sense into this defense?” he said to his
assistant coach. Daniel stepped away and took Lianne by the arm. “Is it
serious?”


“I don't know. The
ambulance is on its way.”


“Do you need me to go?”


She smiled. “I've got it.
You just make sure we put a W in the win column. I'll call you as soon as I get
back to town.”


She made her way to the
cruiser that they drove to the game. She realized she forgot to kiss Danny
goodbye, and thought it was probably for the best. No need to embarrass all
those high schoolers.


There was no one else on
the road, so she made excellent time. As she reached the entrance to the ranch
she saw a vehicle in the distance coming toward her. She parked on the side of
the road, her lights still flashing.


The truck parked behind
her. She got out of her car and approached the driver side. “Eddie,” she said
by way of greeting. “Mrs. Taylor.”


He said, “Paolo’s in the
back. He's busted up pretty good.”


She looked in the back of
the truck and agreed. “Let's get them in the back of the cruiser,” Lianne said.
“It’ll be cleaner and smoother than the back of that truck. We’ll meet the
ambulance halfway.” She looked at Sandy for the first time. “Ma’am.” 


Sandy said, “I'm afraid
he's got a severe concussion, and the lacerations have all kinds of dirt in
them.”


Eddie jumped over the side
of the pickup into the cargo area. He helped Sandy sit Paolo up and slide him
to the back of the truck. Mrs. Taylor and Lianne helped him gingerly off the
tailgate and half walked, half dragged him to the back seat of the cruiser.


Sandy slid in beside him.


“You don’t have to go to
the hospital,” Eddie said.


“He’s right,” said Carol,
“you’ve done so much already. One of us will go.”


“I want to go.”


Eddie looked at Carol. “If
you both go, I can go get Paolo’s parents. They’re working down at the
vineyards.”


“Go.” Carol got in the
passenger’s seat and Lianne raced down the highway, lights and siren on.


Paolo’s head was in Sandy’s
lap. She was having trouble keeping him conscious.


After 20 minutes Lianne
said, “There they are.”


The ambulance slowed and
pulled over to the shoulder of the road. Lianne parked behind them.


The EMTs hopped out of the
cab, opened the back doors, and approached the cruiser. “Teenage male,” Lianne
said, opening the rear door. “Auto accident. Lacerations and probable
concussion.”


“Nice bandage job,” one of
the said. They lifted Paolo gently off Sandy’s lap and carried him to the
ambulance. One strapped him to the gurney inside and prepared an IV. The other
closed the door.


“We’re going to take him
straight to Muskogee,” the other called as he swung up into the driver’s seat.
He made a U-turn and flew down the highway.


The three ladies took a
moment to catch their breath. Sandy saw Carol text Eddie with the ambulance’s
destination.


“Is it always this
exciting?” Sandy asked.


“No, thank God,” said
Carol.


Lianne got into the
cruiser. “I’ll take you home.”


The trip back was much more
leisurely. After a few minutes, Lianne said, “I’m Lianne Ortega.”

   Sandy smiled. “Sandy Nelson. I must look terrible.”


“I’d say you both did some
great work.”


“Sandy is from San
Francisco,” Carol offered.


“What brings you to Oak
Valley?”


“I’m a wine consultant.”


Carol said, “She’s
evaluating our operation for possible expansion.”


“I’m not an expert like
you,” Lianne said, “but I enjoy a glass of Rockin’ T Moscato.”


“Thank you for saying so,”
said Carol.


They drove through the
ranch gate. “Where was the accident?”


“Just up ahead.”


“Do you mind if I take a
look?”


She parked by the
overturned truck. Eddie drove up as they got out of the police car.


“Did you find the
Vasquez’s?” Carol asked.


“Yeah, they’re on their
way. I got your text in time to send them to Muskogee. I’m going to go by their
house and pick up some things in case they have to stay then I’ll head that
way. Hello, Officer Ortega.”


“Eddie.”


Carol said to Sandy, “This
is my son, Edward.”


“Your son? I thought…” she
stopped.


“I was a hired hand?
Thanks, I’ll take that as a compliment.” He grinned, the first smile she’d seen
from him during this serious afternoon.


Lianne was crouching beside
the wrecked truck. Over her shoulder, she said, “Did Paolo say what happened?”


Sandy said, “He told me
heard a couple of pops and a tire blew.”


“The tire had help,” Lianne
said, standing. 


They gathered around her
and followed her finger as it pointed to a hole in the truck’s body over the
wheel well. “That looks like a bullet hole,” Eddie said.


“There’s another one in the
tire itself.”


Carol covered her mouth
with her hand.


“Who would do that?” Sandy
said.


“That’s the question of the
day,” Lianne said.


“Can you find the bullets
and run the ballistics?” Sandy asked.


Lianne gave a grim
half-smile. “This isn’t the San Francisco Police Department. Besides, I’m 99%
sure we’d find they were fired from a .22 rifle.”


“Doesn’t that help?”


“They’re pretty common.”


“They’re practically
mandatory,” Eddie offered. “Mother, are you alright?”


He lowered the gate of his
truck helped her sit. Sandy thought she looked shaky. Maybe the impact of the
events of the afternoon were catching up to her.


“I’ll be OK,” Carol
whispered. “It’s just that…seeing the wreck…and Paolo… reminded me of…” Her
voice trailed off.


Eddie put his arm around
her. “My sister was killed in a bad car crash a few years ago.”


“I’m sorry,” Sandy said.


  Lianne said, “That was
before my time in Oak Valley. It must be a terrible memory.”


  Eddie nodded. “Mom, let
me get you to the house.”


“We can do that, if you
need to help Paolo’s family,” Lianne said.


“Yes, you go on,” Carol
said. “Sandy, do you mind if we go to the vineyards tomorrow?”
















Also available 


 


  


1985.
Rock star Jack Hawk’s life is about to change: his discovery that
he can heal people at his concerts leads him into conflict with his band, his
manager, and his fans. There is a new, shadowy presence in his life that is
leading him to start a cult.   


   The only person
standing in his way is his opening act, Roy Kilpatrick, an aging
folk singer and failed Christian artist. Only Roy can sense that Hawk’s
power is a dark one, but before he can stop Jack Hawk, he must decide what he
truly believes.   


   A Song Sung
in the Dark is about faith and doubt and
the ominous region between them.   


A Song Sung in the Dark Paperback
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How far are you willing to go to find your
destiny?  


 


Ten years in the future, intelligent life
has been detected on a planet almost 500 light years from Earth. Christian
billionaire Charles Watkins builds a multi-generational missionary starship:
since no vessel can travel faster than light, the ship is large enough to
sustain several generations for the journey. But something goes wrong during
the launch and now, hundreds of years into the trip, the inhabitants of the Saint Paul have not only
forgotten their true purpose, they have forgotten they are on a ship. Lifeboat tells the story
of what happens when Josiah Amon and his friends learn the truth about their
world.  


  


And what happens when the ship reaches its
destination.  


 


     Lifeboat  Paperback and Kindle versions
available at Amazon.com.  


 

















 


 


  


  


Logan Wheeler has the loneliest job in the world and likes it
that way. A winter caretaker for FDR Wildlife Preserve in North Dakota,
his primary job is to shovel snow off the building roofs, so they
do not collapse from the weight. A veteran with a hip injury from a
mission gone wrong when he was a medic in Iraq, he has sought out the solitude
of the park in winter to avoid contact with people. He is snowed in from
November to April every year, with no way in or out. So, who is
knocking on his door?  


 


The
print version of Snow along with the short stories “The
Thief Who Folded the Laundry,” “The Late, Great Lenny Raze,” “Faustball,” and
“Primmy Song” along with various blog posts from Thornburg’s
career.  
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Also available:  Short Stories on Amazon
Kindle 


 


The Late, Great Lenny Raze  The world's greatest living guitarist isn't
living anymore. Was Lenny Raze a victim of the rock and roll
lifestyle, or was it murder? His manager Grant Peters must
find out, especially when others begin to die.  


 


The Thief
Who Folded the Laundry  Aging ex-con Greg Bosun thinks a return to
prison might be just the thing. Things are a lot less confusing on the inside.
He sets out to do a little B & E, but instead runs across some younger
thugs who do not follow his version of the criminal code.  


 


Primmy Song  When emotions are controlled by the push of a
button, who is the real artist?  


 


Faustball  A supernatural short story about
a legendary silent movie star, his mysterious mansion, and his last, lost
film.  
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