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Chapter One: The Path at Crabtree Cut-Off
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In a late evening in spring, Dela Futrell sauntered down what is referred to as the Crabtree Cut-Off. The history of the State of Mississippi extends back thousands of years. The first recorded occupants are what is referred to as the Native American or Indigenous people. When the Europeans made their way to Mississippi, the Spanish would lay claim to the land. The Spanish would relinquish control of the land to the French and the British while pushing the Choctaw and the Chickasaw out. However, Dela's path on this 2024 evening had no Choctaw, Spanish, or French name because it had only been added in recent years. The Crabtree Cut-Off was a path a farmer had made to create a shortcut to the main highway from Eager Bend.

Eager Bend was a small group of run-down houses, if referred to as shacks, were doing the domiciles a modicum of flattery. This is where Dela lived with her aunt and uncle; Dela carried a bottle of cheap whisky as an offering to her aunt and uncle. They were drunks. Dela had earned the money by providing sexual favors for truck drivers near the highway weigh station. Dela found the men she serviced often rude and frequently smelly but still more likable than her aunt and uncle. Dela's aunt and uncle treated her meanly because Dela was deaf and mute. So many people made fun of her or treated her like she was stupid because they thought she had no idea what they were saying, but Dela could read their lips. Dela also had a plan. She was saving her money, and she had a favorite hiding spot. Soon, she would have enough money to leave her aunt and uncle to fin for themselves. She would go somewhere where people treated a deaf girl the same as anyone else.           

––––––––
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THE EVENING LIGHT HAD started to dim as Dela walked. Both sides of the path were covered in tall brush and trees, but Dela saw a light coming down the path. Dela thought for a split second I could make more money. The thought was replaced with the fear that, in the remoteness, someone could take the money she had already earned. Dela is a thin-framed woman of twenty-two who looks more like a teenager than a young black woman. She had tomboyish features and short matter natural hair. Dela hid behind a tree to watch the pickup truck that had produced the light that startled her. She could see the driver as he passed. It was Darius Youngblood, a popular guy in these parts. But there was something wrong. The pickup he was driving belonged to someone else, and she knew it because she had been in the truck before. Darius was focused and did not look to either side of the path; he could not see her.

Dela resumed walking, but a serious of strange things happened. First, there was a big flash of high. The light was followed by a wave of force like wind directed and quickly radiated like the ripples from a pond. The force and the light had come from the shacks in at Edgar Bend. Dela took off running as fast as she could. Something was happening, and she had to know what it was. It did not take long for Dela to see what was wrong. One of the houses was ripped apart. The windows and doors had been blown off, and a massive hole was in the roof. Dela stood afraid to get too close to the destruction. A car drove up, and two men got out. They lit something and threw it into the devastation, and in seconds, the rubble was now entirely in a blaze. Before Dela could command her legs to run, an invisible force punched her in the chest. It catapulted her backward, landing her on her butt. It was a second explosion, most likely caused by the fire and the propane tank on the house. People started running out of their homes to see what was happening. Dela looked around, but the men starting the fire were gone. She sat on the ground, watching the blaze of the fire dance.
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Chapter: Two The New Partner
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"Alright, ladies, it is getting dark time for you all to go home," Jody commanded her softball team. The Team was comprised of young girls between the ages of fifteen and seventeen who had encountered run-ins with the law. Jody Tyler is five feet nine inches and built like a female weightlifter or ultimate fighter. Jody was assigned to train and work with the girls with Wendy's help. Wendy is the parole officer assigned to the girls of the softball team, who call themselves the Mississippi Bobcats.

"You're not worried about us being mistreated in the dark, boss?" Robbie, the girl assigned to play first base on the Team, taunted.

"Hell no. You girls are what makes the night dangerous. The sooner you take your butts home, the sooner the rest of the world will be safe."

The group chuckled at Jody's assessment. Many girls were being picked up by parents or relatives who had come to watch the practice. The parents who were there to watch over the young female parolees were often referred to by the group as Mama Bears. Some girls lived too far away or had no one to give them a ride, so they were shuttled in the county van Wendy drove.

Jody noticed a man walking across the field, heading for the group. His eyes were fixed on her.

"Alright, boss, I see why you are in such a hurry to get rid of us. You have a date." Kayla, the shortstop, commented.

"He aint my date."

"Then can I have him?" Kayla shot back.

"Alright, you thug, you and anyone that laughed at that owes me twenty push-ups at the start of the next practice." Jody saw a look of almost recognition in the gaze of the man approaching. He wore a blue suit that was too nice to have come from any nearby store. The man wore expensive shoes that were no match for the Mississippi mud of the Gangler High School ballfield where the Bobcats practiced. The approaching man had a serious look accented by a slight scar on his lip. This man was strong and tough, but not just for appearance's sake; he had been in his fair share of fights.

"Hand me my backpack from beneath the seat." Jody requested of Wendy. Without a word, Wendy reached into the van. She retrieved the backpack in a maneuver that only a preplanned exchange could offer. The remaining teenage ball team members got hurriedly into the van, sensing something about to transpire. Jody unzipped the backpack and slipped her hand into the pack slowly.

"No need for the cannon, Detective Tyler." The approaching man called out before Jody could retrieve her weapon. "My name is Detective Vaughn, and I am your new partner." Detective Vaughn slowly pushed back his suit jacket and revealed his badge.

"I am Wendy. I am like the den mother to this mob of would-be criminals." Wendy pushed past Jody, who still seemed not to have decided to remove her service weapon.

"Detective Wade Vaughn." Detective Vaughn accepted Wendy's handshake.

"Wendy Coltrane, Department of Parole and Probation." Wendy was a thin black woman with thick glasses and a built-in smile. The type of smile that disarms anger issues frequently. Wendy wore braids, and even in casual clothing, she looked like she should be teaching social studies at the local high school. All Wendy charges adore Wendy if not for her somewhat out-of-place look and demeanor but for having heard stories from others on parole or probation and how the personality of the convict and the parole officer could collide in the worst possible ways.

"But don't hold that against her. She is one of the good guys." One of the girls affirmed from the now loaded van.

With a stare of skepticism, Jody finally accepted the handshake from her new partner.

"We have a case. Lieutenant Singleton asked me to retrieve you." Detective Vaughn announced.

"Where did you park?" Jody asked.

"I was dropped off. I watched the last part of the practice. We will need to take your truck." With that, Detective Vaughn began walking toward Jody's truck.

"How exactly does he know which truck is yours and where you parked?" Wendy whispered in Jody's ear.

"I am still working on how he knew my .45 was in this backpack."
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Chapter Three: Getting to Know You
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Jody's nickname is Bull. Short for Bull in a China shop. As a child, she was clumsy and reckless. She loved to hang out with her brothers, and she performed in sports as well as any of them. Jody was the person who frequently would charge into a situation without fear or forethought. Now, sitting here in her Pickup truck, traveling to the destination provided by Detective Vaughn, was killing her. He seemed calm, with no conversation and a stranger inches away. Finally, she could stand it no more. "Where were you a detective before?"

"New York." Detective Vaughn answered quietly as he stared out the passenger window, watching the night invade the last remaining light.

"The city or the state?"

"The city."

"Then you will find this quite different."

"How." Detective Vaughn answered, trying to get a text on his cell phone.

"For one thing, many of the places you are going to have little or no cell reception," Jody answered, then glanced down at Detective Vaughn's shoes. "Do the Detectives in New York do a lot of dancing when they are on a case?"

"Very seldom." He murmured.

"Then those are the wrong shoes for anywhere I can think of here other than a dance hall."

"Understood."

"Mississippi is 48,430 square miles. From Hernando to Woodville and from Corinth to Pascagoula. Ever sweet mile of it is now your jurisdiction." Jody paused to be sure Detective Vaughn was paying attention. "What is the population of New York City?"

"Close to eight and a half million, give or take."

"The total population of Mississippi is just under 3 million. That means your city is more than double the population of the entire state of Mississippi. But not to worry. New York City is over double the population of at least 25 of the fifty states."

Jody now knew Detective Vaughn was listening to hear. "We do investigation, but we also provide support to local law enforcement, even if sometimes they don't think they need our help. We also back up and support federal agencies, especially when they are smart enough to let us know they need our help." Again, Jody paused. "Any questions?"

"Yes, now that you ask. What is the deal with you managing a girls’ softball team?"

"A couple of the local judges thought there were some girls that were in trouble but not really bad apples. They felt that if the girl entered the regular judicial process, they would learn from the seasoned cons, and before you know it, they would be just as bad if not worse."

"No, I meant, why you?" Vaughn corrected.

"It was supposed to be a punishment. I slugged a highway patrol officer."

"Oh. I see."

"No, you don't see I was groped."

"Hardly seems fair. Did he get punished, too?"

"She."

"Oh. I See."

"Stop with the I see shit. A lot of people that go to the gym and take care of their bodies are gay. Sometimes people assume."

"So, if she grabbed you, why would you be punished?"

"We let it be written up as a cross-complaint. That way, no one's career is down the toilet. And the nasty buzzed that officers do would not have a chance to start."

"Are they any good? Your Team, I mean." Vaughn asked.

"My last Team went 45 and one. This Team has the potential to be even better."

"That is impressive."

"And thank you."

"For what?"

"Well, most of the time when I am picking up a guy that doesn't know me or what to expect, they stare at me the way a little kid stares at the next big ride in an amusement park."

"I have a lot on my mind and needed the information. Maybe I can ogle you later." Vaughn joked.

For a moment, Jody felt the warm comfort of having just met someone who needed her help. The horror supplanted this feeling she felt as they had reached their destination.
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Chapter Four: The Sence of the Crime
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A massive wave of fear and foreboding overcame Jody as she slammed the truck to a stop. As a police detective, Jody has been on her fair share of scenes where a tragedy occurred; however, this was different. Police cars, fire trucks, and the coroner truck surround the demolished remains of a shack that was once someone's home. Personal possessions had been sprue throughout the perimeter and if shot out of a cannon. The rickety frame of work of a burned-out carcass was what remained. Sherrif's deputies were interviewing people who had come from their homes to watch. Many spectators had been caught in various stages of dress or undress. All wanted answers more from the deputies than the deputies wanted from them. Still, it was not the hellacious nightmare scene that made Jody's blood run cold and sent her running toward the house, but it was the fact that she knew whose house it was. The house had belonged to Darius Youngblood's mother before her passing. Darius has kept the house and often used it as a place to have extramarital affairs. Of this, Jody was sure because she had been one of the guests participating in sex with Darius. Fear, Confusion, and humiliation collided like three runaway freight trains and now collided on a track right before her.

The smell of stale, rotted, and moldy wood mixed with the scent of death.

"Slow down." A fireman yelled as he blocked Jody from charging up to the structure.

Jody
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