
  
    [image: River Gold]
  


  
    
      RIVER GOLD

      
        A NORTHERN LAKES MYSTERY

        BOOK 5

      

    

    
      
        JEFF NANIA

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Feet Wet Writing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            [image: Feet Wet Writing Logo]
          
        

      

      
        
        Feet Wet Writing

        Portage, Wisconsin 53901

        feetwetwriting.com

      

      

      Copyright © 2025 Jeff Nania and Feet Wet, LLC

      Art and Design: Chris Nania and Terry Rydberg

      First Printing June 2025

      Printed in Wisconsin, United States of America

      All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review. Contact office@feetwetwriting.com for permission requests.

      For more information or to contact the author visit feetwetwriting.com.

      Library of Congress Control Number: 2025937380

      
        
        ISBN: 978-1-960681-12-6 (Paperback)

        ISBN:  978-1-960681-13-3 (Ebook)

        ISBN:  978-1-960681-14-0 (Hardcover)

        ISBN: 978-1-960681-15-7 (Large Print)

        ISBN: 978-1-960681-16-4 (Audio)

      

      

      This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, place, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or place or person, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

    

  


  
    
      For the rugged citizens who have the courage to fight for the preservation of our natural resources for the next generation

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Author’s Note

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        Ready for more?

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Two ten-year-old boys, Jay John and his buddy Wyatt, lived with their parents along the Namekagon River. The waters, woods, and wetlands were the playground of local youngsters. There was no shortage of adventure in the backcountry. Building forts, playing pirates, and climbing higher in trees than their parents would care to see kept them thoroughly occupied.

      They were good kids who loved to explore—especially when not sanctioned by Mom or Dad. Over the last few days the boys had hatched a plan, carefully squirreling away needed supplies in quantities no one would notice. They hid homemade wax and sawdust fire starters, fishhooks, fishing line, and anything else they could think of behind the garage in an old steel ash can with a tight-fitting lid. Two letters in zipped plastic bags were part of their master plan.

      Jay John and Wyatt often earned “walking around money” helping a neighbor. Their most recent job was shoveling a foot of chicken manure out of the coop, wheelbarrowing it to the compost pile, and mixing it in. It was hard work, but the boys kept at it. The neighbor paid the boys with cash and brand-new, made in the USA Leathermans. Each multi-tool—with knife and saw blades, pliers, and assorted screwdrivers—was just the right size to fit in their jeans pocket.

      That night, after dinner, the co-conspirators met behind the garage and transferred their secret supplies into old canvas backpacks. As they were finishing up, Jay John noticed two rusty traps hanging from a nail on the garage wall and threw them in with the rest of their gear, just in case the fish weren’t biting. They hid the packs behind an old stump on what they called the school road.

      The next morning, each told their parents they had volunteered to show up at school early to help with some chores. They were helpful boys, so no questions were asked. Along the way, they grabbed the packs and ran down the school road, stopping once to hide them in the bushes.

      Mrs. Johnson met them at the door. They handed her the letters that explained why they would be absent for the day. As she started questioning them, other students began flooding through the doorway, and the boys slipped out, heading back on the school road.

      At just the right time, they looked over their shoulder and jumped onto the river trail, known only to bears, wolves, deer, and local kids. The boys were home free, having fooled parents and teachers alike. Their “can’t fail plan” would put them on the river, enjoying a day of fishing while the other kids worked on math and spelling.

      The boys came to the place where a big white pine had fallen over a narrow spot in the river. They set up camp near a pool of clear, deep water at a bend. It was full of fish, so they expected no trouble catching lunch. Eating, however, was not their main objective. They’d heard that this pool contained a huge fish, far bigger than all the rest. Jay John’s dad told him that the Namekagon River was known to have sturgeon, and that must be what folks were talking about.

      They wedged a long, skinny pole into the crack of a giant rock slab that served as a fire ring. The boys had eaten breakfast and weren’t hungry, but they were so excited to use their new tools that they built a fire and opened two cans of beans. They sat on the rock, backs resting on the white pine, and examined every feature of their Leathermans. It was then they realized they had forgotten to bring spoons. So they used their knife blades to whittle two pieces of wood into usable utensils. Beans consumed, the boys got down to catching that monster fish.

      They set up fishing gear and shinnied out on the fallen pine. Once positioned over the deepest part of the river, they looped themselves together with rope, using bowline knots. They rigged up hand lines with hooks and worms and dropped them into the cold, clear water. Jay John’s worm barely hit the water before he hooked a fish. Wyatt hooked another at almost the same time. Both were brook trout, the kind of fish Jay John’s grandpa always went for in the upper Namekagon. The trout were brought to hand and skewered on a sharp branch. They caught one more small fish, and with lunch secured, they moved on to their master plan.

      They hauled out their secret weapon—a five-aught hook and hundred-pound test line borrowed from Jay John’s dad’s tackle box. They baited the hook with a glob of worms and the head of the small fish and tied the line around a big branch.

      The boys took their lunch of trout and leftover beans to the fire ring. They hung the cans of beans over the fire and roasted the trout on sticks. They called their lunch “beans and brookies.” There was nothing better. Bellies full, they lay back against the pine. Suddenly Jay John glanced at the heavy line and jumped up. The line was taut and jerking hard. Whatever it was, it was a monster. The line held fast, and as the boys pulled it in, they were surprised to find it came easily.

      After three or four feet, they wondered: Had the fish gotten off? They were about to give up hope when the line again stretched taut, burning their fingers. What to do? If they untied the line from the tree, the fish might haul them into the river. They decided to leave the line tied and go down to the water’s edge to catch a glimpse of this monster. The boys were expert climbers and descended the slippery rocks with ease. They lay down side by side, looking into the deep water. The sun was at just the right angle, revealing a behemoth, longer than either of the boys and probably outweighing them both.

      They slapped palms, determined to land the biggest fish either had ever seen. They started back to their line when something in a little crevice caught Wyatt’s eye. A shiny gold fishing lure? Jay John grabbed it and slipped it into his pocket. It was then their plans were interrupted by a big booming voice.

      It was Jay John’s father. Caught unawares, the boys scrambled to explain their way out of their predicament, each talking over the other. “You boys get yourselves back here,” said Jay John’s dad.

      “We need to get you on safe ground.”

      With the boys on solid footing, Jay John’s father crawled out on the log to see what they had. It was indeed a sturgeon, big-bodied and probably over a hundred years old. He pulled on the line, which was the last straw for the sturgeon. It whipped its head and dove to the bottom of the river, line broken.

      With the fish gone, the boys remembered the fishing lure. Jay John pulled it out of his pocket and handed it to his dad.

      “This is no fishing lure,” he said. “This is a gold coin.”

      The boys were awestruck. They had come for fish and had struck gold.

      “Real gold?” they asked.

      “Looks that way to me. We’ll take it to town and find out for sure,” said Jay John’s father.

      The coin was, in fact, gold. It had the name “Napoleon III Empereur” with the image of a wreath around a man’s head. The boys’ find made the front page in the paper. Treasure hunters and historians called it the Lost Boys’ coin. But when the interviewer of a local TV show called it by that name, Jay John and Wyatt were quick to point out they knew exactly where they were.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      I can’t believe how the chips in my life have fallen. Some drifted down like autumn leaves floating gently to land at my feet. Others were thrown by tornadic winds driving me relentlessly forward into inescapable circumstances, spinning me in a vortex, waiting to be thrown out where things changed forever, lives lost, hearts broken. From these things, I can never escape. They will always be a part of me.

      There is, however, another side to this: the day fair winds of opportunity blow my way. I muster courage, reach out, and take hold. With luck, I’m whisked off on breezes of happy memories and good things to come.

      My life’s path has traveled along a figure eight—coming back to familiar places but at different times in my life. When Uncle Nick and Aunt Rose willed me their cabin, they gave me a new chance when I needed it most.

      Grand adventures of exploring the endless wilderness with my uncle filled the summer days of my childhood. Aunt Rose taught me not just to like but to love wild blueberry pie. Around the end of July and the beginning of August, she would send us out to pick. We’d gather our buckets and hand rakes, scrub them clean in the lake, and travel by land and sea to secret locations where the berries thrived. I liked the water travel best, never knowing what I would encounter around the next bend. We loaded our gear and lunch cooler in the old canoe and paddled off. First stop would be Bear Meadow, named by locals because it was a favorite spot for humans and bears alike. When I asked Uncle Nick why he went knowing there were bears, he said, “Johnny, it’s the best blueberry patch in the county. Bears or not, Aunt Rose’s blueberry pie is worth the risk.”

      Lowbush blueberries grew all over Wisconsin, but the best grew in the north country. Bear Meadow was covered with these low-growing plants that spread across the ground. We quickly began picking for the pail and ourselves.

      The real work started, however, when we arrived home with buckets full. Blueberry jam, blueberry maple syrup, blueberries for the freezer. But most importantly, blueberry pie. Around the cabin, blueberry pie was appropriate for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and in-between snacks.

      Those wonderful, youthful days were the happiest of my life. Until now, that is. I love living in the cabin and never tire of the view of the lake. From sweet summer breezes to butt-deep snow, there is no place better to spend the rest of my days. The grass will never be green enough on the other side. I have found my home, but the genuine joy in my life comes from elsewhere.

      After our share of trials and tribulations, I convinced the love of my life to marry me. I remember happily thinking when Julie Carlson said, “I do,” in front of God and what seemed like the entire population of Namekagon County, there was no backing out.

      We had lived together for some time, but waking up on the first day of our married life, we both felt the increased responsibility that came with every decision. One of the first was putting a honeymoon on hold. With our careers all-encompassing, we carved out quality time on the water, hiking the back trails, or enjoying good books on rainy days.

      As might be expected, there were bumps in the road with shared decision-making. A couple of days after the ceremony, I was sitting at our picnic table with my proverbial cup of coffee, looking out at the lake. Julie walked out of the cabin, and for the millionth time, I was struck by how beautiful she was.

      

      I like to think I’m making progress in my journey of evolving into a twenty-first-century man. During wedding planning, however, I clearly fell short. Len Bork, a thirty-year veteran as a Musky Falls police officer and Martha’s husband, advised me to steer clear of preparations unless asked. I absorbed that pre-marital advice as well as I could, but good intentions were not enough. So, when Julie joined me at the picnic table, I thought my greeting was fine. “Mrs. Cabrelli, you look lovely.”

      She gave me a laughing smile and asked, “Who is Mrs. Cabrelli?”

      “You are, honey,” I laughed. “Don’t you remember? We just got married.”

      “Oh, I remember our wedding very well. I also remember we talked about this,” she replied.

      “I know we did,” I said, “and I thought I won. You were going to be Julie Cabrelli.”

      “You won? I have got some news for you. Our marriage will not be like the score of a football game. Besides, I think John Carlson has a wonderful Scandihoovian ring to it.”

      “Scandi-what?”

      “Scandihoovian.”

      Ethnicity is a funny thing and has every chance of quickly becoming unfunny. It’s the butt of a gazillion jokes and has lit the fuse of bloody battles. Humor is often lost when the joke is delivered from one ethnicity to another. Then again, it’s hilarious for people to tell jokes involving their own ethnicity. Last year, Julie and I attended the annual lutefisk dinner to raise money for charities in Musky Falls. My Italian taste buds have tried their best to be a lutefisk fan but have not yet made it. In the serving line, Donny Hahn, the chief cook, cornered me and said, “Hey, Sheriff, I’m going to give ya an extra portion so you can soak up a little more Norwegian now dat you threw a rope around dat Julie Carlson.”

      When you’re getting married, there’s a certain ownership that goes with obvious ethnicity, like names and how you look. Even if people didn’t know my name, one look and they might suspect that I am of southern Mediterranean descent with dark hair and dark eyes. My wife, however, couldn’t look more different, a true Scandinavian with blonde hair and blue eyes.

      We agreed she would remain Julie Carlson, and I would remain John Cabrelli. Len Bork told me it was a very evolved thing to do. His wife, Martha, said it was just me learning how to dodge bullets. She also pointed out that if we decided to get monogrammed towels, the initials would be the same, so win-win.

      

      Jack Wheeler, our friend across the bay, gave us a wedding gift of two complete fly-fishing setups along with lessons from an expert named Duke. We shared fun and frustration learning how it all worked.

      One sunny Saturday, my dear wife and I were flogging the water of Spider Creek when, on a forward cast, she solidly hooked my earlobe with her Muddler Minnow. Julie carefully tried to wiggle the fly from my ear. She also suggested we clip the leader and go to Ron Carver’s jewelry store to have him push it through and insert an earring.

      But just then my pager fired off, followed by my cell phone. Whether in rural Namekagon County or downtown Madison, crime has a habit of being impatient.

      I advised them of my location via radio because cell service was spotty. Dispatch broadcast: “Armed robbery, possible shots fired.” A solid yank on Julie’s fly dislodged it, and I was on my way.

      Dispatch directed me to the Cedar Inn, a comfortable motel on the edge of the city. The parking area was under the city’s jurisdiction, and the motel was under the county’s. My predecessor had issued deputy sheriff IDs to city officers to give them the ability to cross jurisdictions, and I continued the process. Here in the north country, city and county need to work together whenever possible to avoid jurisdictional issues.

      A Musky Falls officer was first on the scene, doing double duty, attending to the victim and scanning the immediate area for an armed subject. She was the one who had advised shots fired and that the victim was wounded. EMS was en route and advised dispatch of their arrival. I rolled in a few minutes behind them.

      A motel employee held a double door open and called out, “Down here!”

      I followed the EMTs to the scene. Officer Good was using a towel to apply pressure on the leg of a man who was sitting on the floor, his back against the hallway wall. Not wasting any time, the EMTs began cutting away pieces of the man’s pants to examine the wound. The Musky Falls officer reassured the victim that additional responding officers were searching the parking area and alleyways, doing everything possible to find the perpetrator.

      The victim chimed in. “I don’t care about the robber. Just get my briefcase back! I need that case.”

      “Chances are, if we find the guy who shot you,” I said, “We’ll find your case. But every minute we waste is him or her being farther away from here.”

      I left the building to organize our search as units arrived. Officers, deputies, and a canine unit intensified the search as we started to ID and canvas guests at the hotel. Had they seen or heard anything? We knocked on each door but came up empty-handed.

      I checked in with EMS to speak with the victim before transport. The wound was clearly painful, but I asked if he could tell me anything that would help our investigation.

      “I checked out at the front desk,” he said, “gathered up my stuff, and was going to the parking lot. Out of nowhere comes this guy wearing a hooded sweatshirt and mask. He tried to grab the case I was carrying. I held on tight, and that’s when he shot me. I fell and released the handle. He grabbed it and took off out the door over there.” He pointed to a set of steel service doors. “That’s all I can tell you, Sheriff.”

      I started to ask another question when the EMTs interrupted, stating they were going to transport and that additional questions would have to wait until the attending physician cleared him. The victim identified himself as Dr. Harold Schmutz and was loaded into the ambulance. They took off for the hospital, and Deputy Pave accompanied the ambulance. He would monitor things and try to get more information from the victim if the situation presented itself.

      Officers and deputies had taken over canvassing but had made few contacts with no useful information. People casually bumping into someone in a hotel or restaurant rarely remember those people, so I didn’t expect much. Witnessing an armed robbery, however, would get just about anybody’s attention.

      

      Armed robbery is a strange creature. It seems straightforward: A bad guy points a gun or brandishes a knife and says, “Give me the money.” The robber usually doesn’t want to shoot anybody; they just want to intimidate. It doesn’t take long for the cashier at a “stop and rob” to figure out that fifty bucks in the till is not worth getting killed for.

      I’ve been on calls where an “armed” robber used a toy gun. If he’s caught, people look at his toy gun and wonder how the cashier could have been fooled. But when a gun is pointed at you, toy or not, it looks like a forty-four Magnum.

      Then there’s another class of armed robbers more than willing to use force to take what you have. In this case, our robber shot Dr. Schmutz and had decided beforehand that it might come to that—a decision made final when he brought the gun along. Schmutz put up a fight, and the robber shot him. Lucky for him, it was a painful but not critical wound. The robber, however, had proven himself the dangerous kind, the deadly kind.

      In situations like this, law enforcement efforts are quickly prioritized with apprehension and neutralization of the suspect, and treatment of the injured, good guys or bad. Once the scene is secure, information is immediately put out that may lead to the arrest of a suspect: number of perpetrators, physical descriptions, vehicle descriptions, license plates, direction of travel, armed or not armed, and anything else that may be important.

      One thing you’re never short of is things to do. In some cases there is a lot of information. In this case, there was little.

      I was on the radio talking to area cars and, simultaneously, trying to keep track of who was where when a bright red four-door pickup drove into the parking area going too fast. It screeched to a stop, with flashing lights and Namekagon County Fire Department emblazoned on the side.

      At that point I got my first indication of how an election for sheriff would go, if indeed there would be one.

      

      I had been working as a special deputy when the governor appointed me to the sheriff’s position. My predecessor, Sheriff Jim Rawsom, had been badly injured in a firefight, and Namekagon County sheriff was a good fit for me. Truth be known, I’m not suited for any other kind of employment. In November, should I decide to try to keep this job, there would be an election. The term of the sheriff was four years, with a limitless number of terms.

      An election requires at least two people, of course. My campaign committee of Bud Treetall, Tim the Plumber, Doc O’Malley, Ron Carver, and Julie had recently expressed frustration with me. We had filled out the necessary paperwork, but I had not yet filed it. Not sure why. Was I the best man for the job? Did my baggage weigh me down too much?

      County Executive Scott Stewart had publicly announced his candidacy for sheriff after speaking at the Lions Club luncheon. He claimed I had brought nothing but trouble to Namekagon County, and my big-city police tactics had almost gotten the previous sheriff killed. Namekagon County wasn’t my home, he said. I was an outsider and, sooner or later, would be on my way to somewhere else, leaving a trail of trouble in my wake. The gist of his campaign was not how qualified he was for the job but how unqualified I was.

      There was plenty of talk about the potential race. Elected officials in a small community seem to have more impact on the everyday life of its citizens. My law enforcement experience up to this point had been in an urban area with a population that exceeded a million. Namekagon County had just over sixteen thousand. The job of sheriff was a fishbowl for everyone to see. And not by choice—but it’s hard to run from the front page. If you’re doing your job as a law enforcement officer, inevitably, you will cross wires with someone.

      Putting people in jail tends to make them unhappy, especially at the time of the arrest and booking. But once folks are locked up, they usually settle down and wallow in the stupidity that got them there in the first place. That doesn’t apply to everyone, but the number of past visits to the clink does have something to do with it.

      I laugh to myself at the word clink. My old precinct commander told us it was a term that had been around since the 1500s, referring to a prison in Southworth, England. The clink of long ago was a great deal rougher than the clink of today. Sharing accommodations with dog-sized rats gives me the willies. But for some odd reason, I like the name.

      It’s not just the people who are locked up that’s an issue. It can also be the person behind the badge. Any law enforcement officer has a certain amount of authority and power, including being able to deprive someone of their freedom. How they exercise this power is key to their success or failure. A badge-heavy bully? Or a fair-handed servant of the people? I hope every day that I will be remembered as someone who wielded a fair hand.

      Scott Stewart was a man who wished to be king. Part of that was demanding the sheriff’s department be at his beck and call. He was well known to publicly chastise anyone who dared defy his authority, including me. Stewart had lived in Namekagon County most of his life, coming home after college to take over a family real estate business. He specialized in manipulating zoning laws, allowing him to bulldoze forests, fill wetlands, and build McMansions. According to the locals, after his father passed and he inherited the company, most of his time was spent with the country club set, spending more time raising an elbow than swinging a club. He drove a fancy car and arranged his schedule to spend winters basking in the southern sun.

      

      Stewart got out of the truck wearing an Emergency Management jumpsuit. I noted a holstered pistol on his utility belt. He wasn’t a sworn law enforcement officer, but in Wisconsin, open carry of a loaded handgun was permitted by law. While it was off-putting to some people, gun incidents involving law-abiding citizens in Namekagon County are rare.

      I exercised one of my best skills and ignored him while I continued with what I was doing. It took extraordinary measures, but he was finally successful in blocking my way.

      “What’s going on, Sheriff Cabrelli? I heard on my scanner there’s a dangerous criminal on the loose.”

      “Mr. Stewart, I don’t have time to waste. We’ve had an armed robbery. The robbery victim was shot. We are actively looking for the shooter. He or she is considered armed and dangerous. Your presence here puts you at risk. For your own safety, just stay out of the way,” I said and walked off. Stewart stayed next to his fire truck.
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      We searched the area on foot while patrol cars cruised the perimeter. Sometimes it’s not the things we find that are important but the things we don’t. In this situation we didn’t find a shell casing, indicating that the shooter might have used a revolver or a semi-auto that failed to function. It’s unlikely the robber knew enough to pick up his shell casing, but it was possible.

      Deputy Pave advised me on the victim’s condition. A CT scan clearly showed the bullet lodged in his leg, and the wound, while not life-threatening, was serious. An inch or two to the left and it could have been a very different story. The doctor was prepping for surgery to remove the bullet.

      Amid all this, a white Ford van pulled up near the motel but out of the scene. The driver called my name, but I didn’t hear him. Deputy Plums pointed him out to me, and I walked over to him.

      “Sheriff Cabrelli?”

      “Yes, how can I help you? Things are kind of busy around here.”

      “I think I can help you, Sheriff. I’m Jared Price.”

      “Jared Price? Do I know you?”

      “I am your new evidence technician. We’ve never met, but it looks like I got here at the right time.”

      “My new evidence technician?”

      “I work with Dr. Liz Masters, assigned to the Namekagon County Sheriff’s Office for the next six months. I’m here a few days early to find a place to live and see the sights before I dig in for work.”

      Then I remembered—we’d been selected to get a crime scene investigation intern.

      “What did you say your name is?”

      “Jared, Jared Price.”

      “Well, you can see I’ve got my hands full right now. How about I catch up with you tomorrow?”

      “What about right now? This looks like a crime scene, and I am—for better or worse—your new crime scene technician. I’m ready to go if you are.”

      “Hmmm…” I wasn’t sure about this. A first-day intern at a new crime scene?

      “This van is a fully equipped crime scene unit,” continued Jared. “Top of the line, paid for by the good citizens of the state of Wisconsin. I can’t imagine that they would want either of us to waste a good crime scene.”

      I wondered if some of that equipment might be just what we needed.

      “Okay,” I said. “What do you need to get going?”

      “I need one of your officers to help me with evidence collection. Hopefully a first responder to help with print elimination, bagging and tagging, and so forth.”

      “The first one on the scene was Samantha Good from Musky Falls PD. Let me see where she’s at.”

      Officer Good was available, and I introduced her to Jared. Samantha was a fine officer and excited to help process the crime scene.

      “Where do you plan to start?” I asked Jared.

      “Let’s have the motel manager download images from the surveillance cameras.”

      “One of my deputies is already at it.”

      We walked across the parking lot to the motel office where Dustin Stevens, the maintenance man, Pat Lorry, the manager, and Officer Plums were talking.

      “What have you got?” I asked.

      “Nothing we need. The cameras that cover the hallway and parking area where Schmutz was robbed are both out of commission. A couple others on the back side of the building are down too.”

      “Any video from working cameras of a vehicle leaving the scene?”

      “Nothing yet, Sheriff. But I’m going to run them again,” Plums replied.

      “Wait on that, Plums. This is Jared Price. He’s an SI who will be working with us for a while. Arrived at just the right time today. I asked Officer Good to assist him. Maybe you could follow them around and see what they’re up to.”

      “Got it, Sheriff,” said Plums.

      “Sorry about the cameras, Sheriff,” said Stevens. “It’s my job to keep them up, but the wires are old and damp. Weather raises heck with them. I checked the video feeds last week after that rainstorm, and several were staticky.”

      The maintenance man was trying to cover himself for not taking care of the cameras like he should have.

      “I patch them as best I can,” he continued, “but it’s a never-ending job. Truth is, we just don’t have much trouble out here. The last time was when someone backed their car into a guest’s parked car and took off. Cameras worked fine on that one. I’ll patch them again, this time with super caulk. I apologize. Never thought they’d be that important.”

      “I’ll hit the owner up for some extra funds to fix the cables,” Lorry added. “I’m sure when he hears about this, he’ll want us to do something. Sheriff, can you tell us what happened?”

      “Looks like a targeted armed robbery. The perpetrator was waiting for the victim to come out. He might have been hiding in the alcove where the ice and vending machines are. He grabbed the briefcase when he got his chance. Schmutz resisted, and the perp moved it up a notch, pulling a gun. He shot Schmutz, and that was enough incentive for him to give up the fight. He let go, and the perp took off with his briefcase. We’re still looking for the guy and will keep looking. In the meantime, our evidence unit is processing the scene.”

      “I know I speak for Dustin, the owner, and myself that we are thankful no one was killed,” said Lorry.

      “I’ll get on those cables tomorrow,” Stevens said.

      “If you find anything suspicious, let us know right away.”

      “Will do, Sheriff,” he replied.

      
      I checked in with SI Price, Deputy Plums, and Officer Good. They had recovered several pieces of evidence. The push bar on the left door was covered with everything from unusable smudges to clear full prints. The push bar on the right door had been meticulously wiped clean. Over by the elevators, next to a trash can, was something that looked like a bloodstain. They emptied the trash onto a disposable tarp and found a restaurant-type napkin that appeared to be soaked in blood. They bagged and tagged it and took a scraping of the bloodstain. I didn’t know where Liz Masters had found Price, but by the looks of things, he knew his stuff.

      Patrol units were searching for suspects and recording the plates of any cars in the immediate area. Deputy Pave was still with the victim at the hospital.

      I walked around the corner of the parking lot toward the motel office and ran into Scott Stewart, standing in front of his fire truck. He was talking with a guy I knew was the only reporter from the Hopper Shopper, a monthly newspaper stuffed into every mailbox. I hadn’t had a lot of interactions with him. The ones I did have left me with a bad taste in my mouth. I could only imagine what Stewart was telling him.

      Things were wrapping up at the scene, so I drove over to the hospital and parked in one of two “Police Only” stalls. The hospital receptionist greeted me as I walked in.

      “Your deputy and the patient are down the hall, third room on the left,” she said.

      Pave was sitting in a chair bedside. Schmutz was sound asleep, snoring away in the hospital bed.

      “Hey, Sheriff. He’s just coming out of anesthesia,” Pave said. “Doctor says he’s a lucky guy. Must have jerked when the bad guy pulled the trigger. It cut a three-inch channel through the top inch of fat on his leg and stopped there. It was going in the right direction. A little more oomph and… ah… well you know. Bled like heck, that’s for sure. I have the bullet fresh from Schmutz’s leg in an evidence bag. But I do have a question for you.”

      “Go ahead, Pave.”

      “Are we thinking this guy is involved in something and might need to be watched?”

      Posting a guard on a patient who isn’t a person of interest or under continued threat would be unusual. But the question dealt with one of the realities of law enforcement. Routine calls for service don’t stop coming in no matter what’s happening elsewhere.

      “Not really. I’m just trying to find my way around what was in the briefcase. Did you get anything more on that?”

      “That I did, Sheriff. That I did.”

      “What do you have?”

      “Schmutz would rather die than lose that case.”

      “What’s in the case?”

      “He won’t say. He says it’s none of our business, and if we find it, he doesn’t give us permission to examine the contents. He wants the briefcase turned over to his lawyer. But is it our business? Or not?” Pave asked.

      That put me in a quandary. There are a whole bunch of lawyers spending their careers expounding the law and a whole bunch of judges interpreting those expositions. The first thing that came to mind is we absolutely have the right to inspect the contents of the briefcase. If it’s part of the crime and likely the motive for the robbery, the briefcase and its contents are evidence.

      My second thought was that the briefcase and its contents may actually constitute a crime. If this guy is willing to get shot fighting over the case, it’s probably not full of dirty laundry. Illegal drugs would be a top consideration. Stolen property? Body parts? Who knows? We did know that there was something interesting enough for a thief to take it by physical force and then by deadly force.

      The worst part of this whole line of conjecture had to do with cop mentality. Tell a cop not to look at something and they most certainly will find a way to do just that.

      When I was a rookie, one of my field training officers (FTO) had been around a long time and had become highly skilled at “creating circumstances” beneficial to crime solving. My first exposure to that came about two in the morning, riding night shift. We found a car cruising alleys in a warehouse area where a high number of thefts were reported in recent weeks. The car was not doing anything illegal that I could see, but my FTO pulled up on the vehicle and hit the lights.

      The car stopped in the middle of the alley, engine still running, oily exhaust plumes coming from the tailpipe. We exited our squad. I approached the vehicle from the passenger’s side, my field training officer on the driver’s side. As he passed the taillight, he stopped for a second, and I heard a crack. He got the driver’s license while I shined my light around the interior of the car. On the floor in the back was a tool bag, crowbars, lock busters, and two hammers, all in plain view. Construction tools for a couple of hardworking guys? Or tools intended to gain entry into one of the warehouses they were cruising? The driver handed over his ID. A call to data came back with an outstanding warrant for, guess what? Burglary. Also, his driver’s license was revoked.

      I watched the passenger while my FTO searched and handcuffed the driver. I ran the passenger who, wonder of wonder, also had an outstanding warrant for burglary and aggravated battery. We called for an additional unit to take care of the car, and their vehicle was towed to the impound lot. An inventory search yielded a trunk full of brand-new car batteries.

      After central booking, we headed back to the warehouse area to see if there was a business that looked like it had been burgled. I felt a little sheepish for having missed seeing the broken taillight that gave us probable cause for the stop, which led to the arrest of two felons and the recovery of stolen property. After a few minutes, I spoke up and apologized for not paying attention.

      My FTO belly laughed and said, “Rookie, sometimes those broken taillights are hard to see unless you get real close.”

      He reached into a narrow pocket in the thigh of his uniform and pulled out a short club covered with leather. “This here is what’s known as a broken taillight detector. Get yourself one, and you’ll never miss another broken taillight. Sometimes we have to get creative.”

      His broken taillight locator was commonly called a sap or blackjack. I started paying attention and discovered that a lot of guys carried them.

      But times have changed since then. Contents of the briefcase were clearly a question for District Attorney Hablitch. Better to run it by him before we overstepped. We had a perpetrator, victim, and briefcase all connected. Up-front advice would be welcome should we find the stolen property.

      Schmutz’s statements about the briefcase put him in a strange position. All things pointed to the fact that he was the victim of an armed robbery and shot in the process. He was not, however, as cooperative as we hoped he would be.

      We needed all the information we could generate to find and arrest the perpetrator: means, motive, and opportunity. Someone wanted the briefcase and presumably the contents. Who would know that Schmutz would be where he was when he was?

      This was in no way a case of random opportunity. A bad guy walking by sees someone with a briefcase and decides to steal it, then shoots the victim. According to Deputy Pave, the robber didn’t take anything else. Schmutz still had his watch and wallet; only the briefcase was gone.

      The crook knew what Schmutz looked like, where he was staying, and when he was leaving. And most importantly, he knew that Schmutz would be carrying the briefcase. It was all about the briefcase. The thief was willing to kill for it, and it seemed like Schmutz was willing to die for it.

      Unfortunately, the answer was probably simple. Schmutz didn’t look like a drug dealer, but who knows what a drug dealer looks like these days? A regular-sized briefcase could easily carry a hundred thousand dollars of product. Plenty of motive in the illicit drug business.

      I was still talking with Deputy Pave when Schmutz seemed to come around. “Dr. Schmutz, I’m Sheriff John Cabrelli. How are you feeling?”

      He was a little groggy but still had a noticeable edge to his voice.

      “I feel like leaving this hospital as soon as possible,” he replied. “The nurse told me the doctor will make his rounds soon, and he’ll look at my leg. She said he’ll most likely send me home in the morning with a prescription, something for infection.”

      “Before the medical staff descends upon you, we need to talk,” I said. Now that you’re on the mend, I hope we can get a little more information. It would go a long way toward finding a very dangerous person and maybe getting your briefcase back.”

      “Sheriff, forget it. What’s in that case is my business, and I’m under no obligation to disclose anything about its contents. To that end, I would like to withdraw any complaint. It’s likely just a crime of opportunity where some drug-addled kid was trying to steal something he could sell for a few bucks.”

      I was getting more interested in Schmutz’s situation by the minute. “You can drop the complaint,” I said, “but I won’t. Attempted murder of an uncooperative victim will make my job, and probably your life, harder. But I’m not going to leave a dangerous criminal wandering Namekagon County.”

      “Leave it alone, Cabrelli,” his voice rising. “I mean that. Leave it alone! The minute I’m out of here I’m contacting my lawyer. Do you understand me, Sheriff? I am 100 percent serious. Leave me alone!” he shouted.

      The doctor walked into the room. “Is there a problem here, sir?”

      “Not really. Sheriff Cabrelli is just an irritating man who has decided to make my personal life his business,” Schmutz said.

      “Would you like the sheriff to leave while I examine your wound?” the doctor asked.

      “He has no business being here in the first place. Yes, I would be thrilled if he left the room.”

      “My intent was not to upset you,” I said. “But I have a job to do, and you have to understand my position.”

      “And you need to understand mine, Sheriff,” he replied.

      A few minutes after I left, the doctor walked out of Schmutz’s room.

      “Doctor, any chance I could get a condition report?”

      “Actually, the patient said I could give you a brief on the wound if you agreed to go away.”

      “I’d like to go away, Doctor, but unfortunately, I have to stick around and figure out who wanted to shoot Dr. Schmutz.”

      “Doctor Schmutz?” the doctor inquired.

      “I think a PhD kind of doctor.”

      “I thought the name sounded familiar. I think he’s the professor going to talk at the college. He’s combining the lecture with the release of his new book. I’ve heard he’s really good,” the doctor said.

      “How about the wound, Doc. Anything special?”

      “I can tell you this much. It’s a close-contact gunshot wound. Some evidence of burning along the edges. Painful but not life-threatening. He’ll be on antibiotics for ten days and will need to change the bandage daily. Other than that, not much to report. Now, Sheriff, I have to get to my other patients.”

      I stepped back into Schmutz’s room as soon as the physician left.

      “My oh my, Sheriff, what a surprise you’ve returned,” Schmutz said, his voice snarky.

      “Dr. Schmutz, I’m not going away. Can’t do it. I need to find the person who shot you before he or she shoots someone else. I need some answers and will get them directly from you or will go around you.”

      “He,” Schmutz said.

      “He?”

      “It was a strong male that robbed me,” he said.

      “Thanks, I appreciate that. Anything else you recall?”

      “I can’t describe him because he was wearing a ski mask,” Schmutz sighed. “It may not seem like it, but I both appreciate and understand your position. You probably think the case contains some illicit substance. I assure you there’s nothing in there that would be of any interest to law enforcement. It’s my private property, and only I can make a decision about its value.”

      “You can understand why we might be a little suspicious,” I said.

      “I do understand, but that does not change my position.”

      “Do you have any idea of who the robber might be?”

      “No, I don’t. If I did, I would give it to you, and we’d both come out ahead. You would get the criminal, and I would recover my property. But I have no clue as to who this guy was.”

      “Dr. Schmutz, I understand you’re going to be giving a presentation at the college in Ashland. Where will you be staying while you’re in the area?” I asked.

      “Oh well… ah… I

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        Author’s Note
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        Ready for more?
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		Ready for more?


      		About the Author


    


  


OEBPS/images/feet-wet-logo-color-rgb.jpg
Feet Wet
Writing





OEBPS/images/feet-wet-logo-color-rgb-2.jpg
Feet Wet
Writing





OEBPS/images/image-05-river-gold.jpg





