
   [image: cover]


   
      
         [image: alt]

      

   


   
      
         

         
            MERCY

RIVER

            A VAN SHAW NOVEL

            GLEN ERIK

HAMILTON

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            This one’s for Madeline.

            Truth be told? It’s all for Madeline.

            We love you, kid.
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            ONE

         

         NEUTRAL GROUND. THE BEST choice for hostage negotiations, selling stolen goods, and meeting ex-girlfriends.

         Not that Luce Boylan and I were on bad terms. Our infrequent conversations had been cautious but sociable. Still, when Luce had called yesterday and asked to meet, I instinctively suggested venues away from her Pike Place bar and apartment, or my usual Capitol Hill haunts. Any other neighborhood in Seattle was open territory.

         Any neighborhood with an all-night restaurant, that is. Luce usually finished closing her bar around two-thirty in the morning. That suited me. I was keeping odd hours lately.

         Which was how I found myself at the 5-Point—WE CHEAT TOURISTS-N-DRUNKS SINCE 1929—at two on a Thursday morning, watching as the café filled with a staggered and staggering flow of customers kicked out of other joints. I sat at the counter and nursed a pint of Mac & Jack’s while I waited. And mused a little more about why Luce might want to meet. She’d avoided answering the question over the phone.

         She wasn’t looking to get back together. I took that as a given, and the fact didn’t bother me as much as it might have a few months before. Luce and I had different goals in life. Different perspectives. She wanted to leverage her ownership of the Morgen and the years she’d devoted to it into a very early and very profitable retirement.

         I understood Luce’s ambition. I might even have shared a piece of that future with her, at one time. Luce had practically grown up running the Morgen with her uncle Albie and his silent partner, the bar’s true owner. My grandfather Dono. Dono had treated the bar less as an investment than as a handy way to launder money from his real profession of stealing art and jewels and any other valuables that provided an adequate reward for the risk. He had been exceptionally good at it. So was I, when I was Dono’s teenage apprentice.

         Luce had imagined something better, something legit. Dono had slowly come to appreciate that. So she’d inherited Dono’s bar, and I’d wound up with his house, and for a while Luce and I had wound up with each other. Only the bar remained, from all those developments.

         Was she selling out? Seattle real estate had continued its insane climb toward Manhattan-level prices. Maybe Luce had finally received an offer too good to turn down.

         Business, I concluded. That was why Luce wanted to meet. She needed my signature on some tax form that still had Dono’s name on it, and she thought sending the papers in the mail would be callous, after our history. I didn’t mind. It would be good to see her.

         I idly observed the 5-Point’s patrons in the mirror. Under the moose head festooned with dangling bras, two couples sat shoulder to shoulder in a booth. One of the men was a cop. I could have picked him out of the crowd even without the mustache that stopped one regulation quarter-inch below the corners of his mouth. There was a foundational suspicion in the way any cop with a few years under his duty belt looked at everyone, even at his friends seated across the table. Like they might pass the salt with one hand and steal his wallet with the other.

         It must be close to three o’clock by now. I reached for my phone and realized that I’d left it in my truck. Crap.

         My empty pint glass became a paperweight for ten dollars. Luce wasn’t outside. I walked down the block to where my pickup waited at the curb. I’d plugged my phone into the cigarette lighter socket—the Dodge was that old—and stuck it into the center console while I ran errands and scarfed a bowl of pho noodles for dinner. Out of sight and out of mind.

         One voice mail, from an area code and number I didn’t recognize. I hit the button to listen.

         “Van. It’s Leo.”

         Leo Pak. A friend from the 75th Regiment. I’d been his sergeant in our Ranger platoon, during one of his tours in Afghanistan. Leo had served as a sniper and fire team leader during his time in our unit. He was a quiet guy by nature and had effectively led his team of four by example. I’d been disappointed when he’d rotated out of the company. Leo and I had fallen out of touch after that, until a year ago when he had unexpectedly turned up in Seattle, only weeks after I’d mustered out of the Army.

         On the recorded voice mail, Leo was breathing heavily, his voice strained. There was a sound of quick movement before he spoke again.

         “They’re coming. I can’t make it.”

         Whatever he said next was incoherent. An engine revved, high-pitched, a small motorcycle or something with similar horsepower.

         A muffled voice in the background yelled something like, Get on the ground. Then a sharp clack interrupted as the phone struck something, and another man’s voice came on the line.

         “Who is this?” the voice demanded in between gasps for air. Had they been chasing Leo? “This is the Mercy River police, who is this on the line?”

         Another moment passed before the call abruptly ended, mid-gasp.

         I checked the time on the voice mail. Leo had called me almost six hours ago. Son of a bitch. I called the same number back, twice. No answer.

         Leo had been busted before, for vagrancy and once for assault. When he’d turned up in Seattle last year, he’d been drifting. Sleeping in the wild, avoiding contact with people. Being indoors for even a few minutes had put him on edge. Desperate, he’d reached out to me, but before long I was the one who had needed help. And despite his own pain, Leo had pulled himself together long enough to get me out of a bad situation.

         I searched online for Mercy River. The closest place with that name was in Oregon, in the rural middle of the state. There was no direct line to the town cops, but the Griffon County sheriff had a station there. I called it.

         “Sheriff’s department. Deputy Roussa.” A woman, rough-voiced but sounding alert despite the late hour.

         “I’m looking for a man who may have been arrested in town earlier tonight. Leonard Pak.”

         “Are you a relative of Mr. Pak?”

         “I’m the person he called just before he was busted. I’m in Seattle. Is he under Mercy River’s custody, or the county’s?”

         “He’s here,” said Roussa. “The town doesn’t have a jail of its own. What is your name, sir?”

         “Donovan Shaw. What’s the charge against him? If he needs bail, I can help.”

         “Suspicion of murder and armed robbery,” she said.

         I inhaled. “Jesus.”

         “Did Leonard Pak say anything to you over the phone about his situation?”

         “He left a voice mail. What happened there?”

         “We can’t release any details without—”

         “Just tell me what anyone in town would already know.”

         Roussa was silent for a moment. “One of our residents was shot and killed yesterday. Erle Sharples. You can save yourself the trouble on bail. I guarantee you that the circuit court judge will keep Pak in custody at the arraignment later today.”

         Which meant the evidence was solid enough to make them confident that Leo was the killer. And the victim being a local would make things ten times worse. 

         “Has he asked for a lawyer?” I said.

         “He hasn’t asked for anything. He’s not communicative.”

         So Leo wouldn’t talk. Or couldn’t.

         “Is he injured?” I said.

         “He’s being looked after.”

         A moment passed. Deputy Roussa had volunteered as much as she was willing to say.

         When I spoke, my voice was as cold and even as a frozen lake. “If he’s conscious, tell him that I’m on my way. I’ll be there in the morning.”

         “Mr. Shaw—”

         I hung up before I said more.

         Christ, Leo. What the hell happened to you?

         I couldn’t let myself believe that Leo had murdered someone. His life had turned around during the past year. I’d helped him get placed in an outpatient program, and regular therapy after. Last I knew, he had decided to settle in Utah to be close to his family.

         But he could have relapsed. Gone back to living on the road. I wasn’t Leo’s keeper, or his shrink.

         There was nothing I could do now except get to Mercy River. Fast. I studied the highway map on my phone. The town was a tiny white dot on the map, about six hours’ drive from Seattle. Flying would take at least as long, even if I could find a connection through Portland or Spokane to central Oregon in the middle of the night.

         Driving it was. I could be at my apartment and packed within half an hour. And then—“

         Van.”

         It was Luce. Standing practically in front of me.

         “You okay?” she said. “You seemed a little lost there.”

         Her long blond hair was pulled back and held with a carved wooden comb. She wore a wine-colored coat, buttoned up against the autumn chill, which didn’t prevent it from showing off her figure. The sight of her knocked my mind off track for an instant before it found the groove again. 

         “Hey,” I said. “I have to go.”

         “Go? I’m sorry I’m late—”

         “It’s not that. Leo’s in trouble.” I told Luce the handful of facts I knew. “I’m driving down there now.”

         She hesitated. “Yes. Of course. Will you—do you know how long you’ll be gone?”

         “Not yet.”

         “What can I look after here?” That was Luce. Immediately, incisively practical. “What about Addy?”

         “Addy should be okay. She has Cyn staying with her this week.”

         Addy Proctor was my former neighbor. I still checked in on her every couple of days. She was about as self-sufficient as an eighty-year-old person could be, but eighty was still eighty. Addy had semi-adopted a young teenager this past summer. Their own brand of foster care. Cyndra helped with the house and Addy’s massive dog, and Addy kept Cyn fed and out of trouble, mostly.

         “I’d stay if I could,” I said to Luce. “We can talk over the phone, once I get down south.”

         She looked at me. Luce’s eyes could be the shade of rain clouds at times, but tonight, under the pale light of the streetlamps, they were the blue sky above the storm.

         “It can wait,” she said. “Call me when you’re back.”

         “Yeah.”

         She stood there as I started the engine. When I glanced out the window she raised one hand in a soft leather glove in farewell.

         Packing for Oregon would take so little time, I left the truck in the loading zone in front of my apartment building. A travel bag. Cash. Maybe a few specialized tools. I didn’t own much, not even enough to adequately fill my studio apartment near the rail station on Broadway.

         Some of what I did own was hidden behind the small refrigerator. I pulled the fridge away from the wall to remove the baseboard at the floor, and reached inside to pull out three gallon-sized Ziploc bags, each with their own contents. A .38 snub-nosed revolver. A tiny Beretta Nano, which I’d taken off someone who would never have use for it again. And a much bigger, much older Browning. I’d picked that up for sentimental reasons. Dono had owned a Browning Hi-Power. It had been one of the first guns I’d ever shot.

         All loaded. All untraceable. They could easily fit in the hiding space I’d made in the front wheel well of the Dodge. After a moment’s thought, I took the Browning and the little Beretta and set the revolver back behind the fridge.

         There was no solid reason to think I’d need a weapon. Or my lock-picks and other gear, already waiting in the rucksack. But the way Deputy Roussa had refused to tell me more about Leo’s condition had my blood up. How badly was he hurt? And who had hurt him? I might not need to play gunslinger, but neither was I going to stroll into Mercy River and count on a brass band playing to welcome me.

      

   


   
      
         

            TWO

         

         I HAD ONE MORE STOP to make in Seattle. All the way across the city in Briarcliff, a neighborhood on the little peninsula between downtown and the ship canal. Houses with views of the Sound went for multiple millions, a price that included amenities like stone walls and rolling gates with keycard entry. Keeping the working classes like me from driving through and lowering property values.

         At the witching hour, the security gate was unmanned. I picked the lock on the guardhouse and pressed the button to make the candy-cane-striped gate lift out of the Dodge’s way. It hadn’t required much more time than swiping a card.

         I found the right house, a long modernist structure, with two-story glass windows and artful illumination coming from low spotlights at each corner. Knocked twice, and rang the bell. Lights inside popped to life, and after a moment the lamp above me on the front stoop followed along.

         “Who is it?” a voice hollered from within.

         “It’s Van, Ephraim.”

         Ephraim Ganz opened the door. It was a large door, which made Ganz appear even smaller by comparison. He wore yellow silk pajamas, perfectly fitted, each cuff the precise length for his limbs. As if in contrast, his sparse gray hair stood up in electric tendrils from sleep. Brown eyes bright with anger under startlingly dark and hirsute brows.

         “Sorry to wake you,” I said.

         “I don’t believe you are. What the hell, kid?”

         I let him have the kid. Ephraim Ganz had been Dono’s criminal lawyer since before I could remember. Even now, edging out of middle age and into his senior years, Ganz had energy enough to power his whole mansion if you stuck plugs in his ears.

         “You remember Leo Pak,” I said. “He’s been arrested for murder and robbery in Mercy River, Oregon.”

         Ganz grunted. “Come in.”

         “Honey?” a woman called as I stepped inside the foyer. The very grand foyer, two stories and a staircase. Her voice had come from somewhere above. I glanced up past the railing to see a flushed and pretty face with ash-blond ringlets framing it. Her eyes widened at the sight of me and she tugged her blue satin robe a little tighter around her.

         “S’alright, baby,” Ganz said. “Just a client.”

         She didn’t seem reassured. Viewing the scene from her side—four o’clock in the morning, a big guy dressed like a handyman standing in my front hall, with scars like pale creek beds creasing one full side of his face—I wouldn’t feel too secure either.

         “Ma’am,” I said. She frowned a little deeper and disappeared into the shadows of the upper floor.

         “Third wife’s pretty,” I said to Ganz, too low to be overheard. “You are still on number three, right?”

         “Funny,” he said. “What’s this about your sniper buddy?”

         He did remember Leo. I told him the situation. He listened without expression, interrupting only to clarify exactly what the deputy had told me.

         “You’re on the bar in Oregon, right?” I said. “You had that big Portland case.”

         “And in California,” he said, his mind elsewhere. “Arraignment’s later today, the county cop said? That’s not a good sign. They think they can close this fast.”

         “Yeah. I need you down there.”

         He sighed. “Come on.”

         I followed him down a hallway and past a dining room large enough to host the entire platoon Leo and I had served in. The kitchen beyond wasn’t quite as ostentatious, only half the size of a tennis court. All of the appliances along the walls were of gleaming burnished steel, a match for the sleek lines of the house. It made the kitchen feel a little like a lab. Or a morgue.

         “Leo,” Ganz said as he took out a jar of instant coffee and two delicate china cups. “He’s the one with the troubles, right?” He tapped a fingertip against his temple.

         “He’s improved since you met him.”

         Ganz spooned out coffee into the cups and crossed the kitchen to fill them with steaming water from a slim faucet at the cauldron-sized sink. “And he’s been arrested before.”

         “Yeah.”

         “You know how this is gonna look. Even if everybody in town hated the guy who got himself shot, you take a suspect with a record, with a history of mental instability, that says something.”

         “He’s got post-trauma symptoms. So do I, and so do half the guys I know, in one way or another. You didn’t know him before: He was rock-solid. Leo’s Army service record—”

         “—will just reinforce what the prosecutor wants. The guy is trained to pull a trigger. More than that, he’s among the best in the world at it, a Special Forces sniper.”

         “Special Operations. Forces are the Green Berets. We’re Rangers.”

         “Pardon moi.” He finished stirring and handed me one of the porcelain cups. Loose grounds swirled grayly on the surface of the mixture. I looked at Ganz.

         “I got a taste for Sanka in law school,” he said. “Living in the coffee capital of the U.S., I drink this.”

         “Get Leo sprung. I’ll buy you a tanker truck full of the crap,” I said. 

         “Add one and one, Van. Whatever the hard evidence against Leo is, it’s made them bold. And they have to like the story his personal history tells. I would.”

         “You want to plea bargain? Already?”

         “I want you to temper your expectations. Unless they screwed up the chain of evidence we’ve got an uphill battle ahead.”

         “So let’s go,” I said.

         “I’ll send Arronow. He’s good.”

         “Ephraim.”

         “He can be there tomorrow. I’ll file for an extension on the arraignment from here.”

         “How much of a retainer did I give you?”

         Ganz rolled the coffee around in his mouth. “And I never asked how that miracle happened. From all your overtime as a bouncer, I’m sure.”

         I’d come into money earlier in the summer. Some from selling the land on which my childhood home had once stood, and a lot more from less-legal ventures. Enough to buy a house next door to Ephraim’s, if I chose. A large percentage of that sudden fortune found its way into anonymous donations to causes and people who needed it more than I did. Another chunk became a rainy-day fund. Which for me included legal services.

         “Pack a bag,” I said.

         “What, now?”

         “Truck’s outside.”

         “We’re driving? God save me. Your grandfather never gave me this much grief, I knew him thirty years.” He ran a hand through his wild hair. “Let me go inform Jeannie.”

         “Tell her you’ll bring her a souvenir.”

         “Mercy River. God. Tell me that name isn’t meant as sarcasm.” He padded away down the hall. I checked my watch. If Ephraim moved fast, and the Dodge’s wheels stayed on, we could be halfway out of the state by sunrise.

      

   


   
      
         

            THREE

         

         THE TOWN OF MERCY River lay in a haphazard jumble in the crease between two colliding hill ranges, as if its buildings and houses had been scattered across the land like big handfuls of dice, most of them tumbling to rest on the floor of the valley, with a few dozen strays left on the slopes above. As the two-lane highway wound its way down the final long slope, Ganz and I had a view across a slender mile of fields and gravel roads and barns that marked the northern edge of the valley. Cattle stood on the arid hillsides, waiting placidly for the early autumn rains and the good grazing that would follow.

         “Yee-haw,” Ganz said under his breath. “Ride ’em, cowboy.”

         Small forests of pine and juniper topped the peaks in the distance like thatched roofs. On the valley floor, we passed the sheet metal monolith of a grain elevator. The highway led through the fields and gradually straightened as it entered the town proper.

         Ganz craned his neck to stare at a sign. “I don’t believe it. It’s actually called Main Street,” he said.

         He was dressed casually by his standards, in gray trousers and a blue sport coat over a white dress shirt with no tie. He’d filled two large suitcases with clothes before I’d finally hounded him out of his modernist mansion. 

         In between calls to roust his people out of bed, Ganz had read me some stats on Mercy River from his iPad. The town’s permanent population was slightly more than nine hundred. It was the Griffon County seat, a county with the sparsest population in the state. Its single school served all grades. Mining and timber had been the chief industries a century ago. Farms and ranches formed Mercy River’s backbone now, plus a handful of restaurants and stores serving the highway, and whatever cash could be gleaned from day-tripper tourists coming to see the painted hills and buttes west of town. The average annual income per person wouldn’t cover my rent in Seattle for a full year.

         The name of the town came from the flash floods that had been a serious danger back in the nineteenth century, when prospectors panned the river. One night the water had risen high enough and fast enough to swallow half a settlement. According to the official record, all the tents and sheds had been crushed and swept downstream, but no lives had been lost. Or at least none of significance. It made for a better tale that way.

         A sign pointing off the main drag read TOWN HALL / SHERIFF. That was where Leo would be.

         “There’s a hotel,” I said, pulling up to the curb.

         “Suite Mercy Inn,” Ganz said, reading off the name painted on the pebbled glass of the doors. “Is that a joke?”

         “See if your staff can laugh us up a couple of rooms.”

         We got out, me stretching the knots from my shoulders after the long drive, and Ganz groaning with actual pain. My face prickled in the wind. I tugged a barn jacket from my travel ruck and zipped it over my Henley shirt.

         “I have a couple more calls to make before we visit your wayward friend,” said Ganz.

         I shook my head, unwilling to wait. “I’ll meet you at the sheriff’s.”

         At the very heart of the town, the storefronts had flat façades and porches, adding to the Old West feel of the street. It was an unexpectedly colorful stretch. Fresh coats of rust-red and sky-blue paint brightened half of the shops, where the planks hadn’t been stained a rich brown. Maybe Mercy River had invested in a quick face-lift for tourist season. A few of the buildings had plaques from the state historical society commemorating their original construction. Post office in 1908, mercantile in 1911. A handwritten placard in a diner window plugged venison burgers. My mouth watered instantly. I added food to my mental list of essential tasks, after I’d seen Leo.

         The Griffon County Sheriff’s station had been built much more recently than the wood-sided buildings along Main. It might have been an elementary school, long and low, with picture windows to the lobby and American and Oregon State flags fluttering from individual poles on the broad lawn. I opened the door for a family of backpackers as they exited and went inside.

         “Here for a license, sir?” said the deputy standing at the front desk. He was tall and lanky and had blond hair that had retreated far up his scalp, even though he couldn’t have been more than twenty-five. The plastic nameplate above his shirt pocket read THATCHER. “Right over there.” He nodded to a teller’s window off to the side, under a wooden sign with words burned into the grain: FISHING—HUNTING—VEHICLE.

         “Is Deputy Roussa still on duty?” I said.

         Thatcher glanced at a wall clock. The county uniform was a short-sleeved khaki shirt with olive epaulets, and matching trousers with an olive stripe. He wore the full belt, gun and flashlight and radio, ready to walk out the door if called. Thatcher was a lefty. “She’ll be back shortly. Can I help you?”

         “I’m checking on a man who was arrested last night,” I said. “Leo Pak. I’m here with his lawyer.”

         “He the Chinese guy?”

         Leo was half Korean, but it didn’t feel like the time to argue his ethnicity. “Is he in custody here?”

         “Have a seat.” Thatcher’s politeness now carried a touch of the same chill as the wind outside. He swiped his access card on a door and disappeared within. While I waited, I examined the station. The central room had an open floor plan. One other deputy was typing at a laptop at his desk. Beyond him was a windowed door, probably leading to the administration offices. Thatcher had gone off to the left, where I assumed the interrogation rooms and holding cells were located.

         The sheriff would have assigned a detective to a murder case. When Deputy Thatcher returned, I’d get that detective’s name and the details on Leo’s arraignment. Ganz could arrange for time with Leo and start building his defense. If there was a defense to build.

         The deputy emerged and beckoned to me. “This way.”

         I’d expected the cops to make me wait for Ganz. I kept my mouth shut and followed before Thatcher thought twice.

         He led me through the interior door into a short hallway. I removed my jacket and held out my arms while Thatcher swiped a metal detector wand over my limbs. My keys and multi-tool and phone went into a ceramic bowl on a shelf. He glanced through a small high window on the opposite door before unlocking it. A short row of jail cells occupied the right-hand side of the remaining hall.

         “Last one down,” Thatcher said. I walked past the empty cells—two bunks and a steel toilet and sink in each—to the fourth in the row. Thatcher closed the steel door behind me and kept watch through the high window.

         Leo lay on the lower bunk, his arm thrown up to shield his eyes. Asleep, maybe.

         “Leo,” I said. He didn’t move. “It’s Van.”

         His foot twitched. Haltingly, his leg moved off the bunk, his foot in its hiking sock half falling to the floor. He wore jeans—torn and stained with dirt—and a gray T-shirt over his muscled torso. Nothing heavier, although the temperature in the cells must have been under sixty-five degrees. He rolled to one side.

         “Christ,” I said. Leo’s left eye was swollen shut, a stripe of crusted blood running from his hairline halfway to his eye. That whole side of his forehead had puffed up like he’d been bitten by an adder.

         “Howz your day?” Leo said through fat lips.

         “The fuck, Leo? Did the cops do this to you?” 

         I couldn’t tell if the movement of his head was a nod or a shake. He sat up, as slow as mercury rising.

         “Don’t stand,” I said. “Have they had you into the hospital?”

         A shake this time. “Told them no.” Leo didn’t like hospitals, distrusted them.

         “Who hit you?”

         “The firs’ time? Big fucker at the Trading Post. I’m sitting there when he jus’ walks up and whales on me.”

         “Out of nowhere?”

         “Said I’d killed Erle. Tried to tell him no, but he was kickin’ me by then. The owner went to pull him off and got pasted. I had to hit the big guy with a plate. Then more of his buddies came at me, so I ran.”

         “What about the cops?” I said.

         He swallowed and stood up, despite my warning, and shuffled to the sink. With some difficulty, he used the foot pump to splash water into his open hand, and then onto his raw face. “I took off out the back. I’d been running the trails up in the hills the past week. Thought I could ditch them, circle around, and find out what was happening. But they had dirt bikes and ATVs. That’s when I called you.”

         I imagined the mob chasing Leo, like villagers after the monster in an old movie. Small wonder he ran. They might have lynched him.

         “Smart move, calling me,” I said. “I brought Ephraim Ganz. The attorney.”

         “What’d I say to you on the phone? I don’t remember.”

         “You didn’t have time to say much.”

         “They caught up to me,” he said. The simple effort of standing and talking was burning what little energy he had. “Before I could say shit, the town cop nailed me. Fucker was quick with that baton—” He came to rest by leaning against the bars. This close, I could see a virulent purple bruise ringing a slim island of scabbed blood, where the club had struck him.

         “What have the cops told you about the murder?”

         “Told me? Nothin’. When I came to in the cell here, they asked me a lot of questions about Erle. I’d been working at his shop since I got here last week. Everybody knows that. Asked me why I shot him early that morning, what I did with the money I took. I didn’t say anything.”

         “Good. How hard did they ask?”

         His face moved, and I realized he was smiling. “I passed out. Kinda put a halt to the whole Q-and-A thing.”

         “Leo,” I said. “We’re going to help you. But you got to level with me. Did you shoot Erle?”

         Leo’s one good eye met mine, glaring. “Fuck, no, man.”

         “Did you have an argument? Why do the cops think you did it?”

         “I shouldn’ta called you,” he said. Leo wasn’t a tall guy. His exhausted slump made him shorter still. “It’s a mistake. This’ll get sorted out.”

         “You need a doctor. Are you on any scrips right now?” The damn cops probably hadn’t even thought to check.

         “Couple. But forget that.”

         “Where are you living?” I pressed. “I can get your meds.”

         “I got a room at the inn, but—” He tilted his head. “I been stayin’ somewhere else.”

         Of course. I should have guessed that. Leo had no problem attracting women when his chiseled face wasn’t beaten halfway to hamburger. “Where’s her place?”

         “You should head back to Seattle, Van.”

         “I’ll find out who she is. You know I will.”

         “South of town. Forty-one Piccolo Road. Just don’t—”

         “I can be subtle,” I began, but the door to the outside swung open. A beefy middle-aged white guy in an olive windbreaker emblazoned with the county badge came barreling down the row of cells. Thatcher and a broad-shouldered female deputy followed.

         “You.” The cop, a detective or whatever he was, pointed at me. “Get out.”

         I turned to Leo. “Hang tight. I’ll be back with Ganz.”

         “Out.” He grabbed my upper arm. I went along with it, let him bull me out of the cell block and back into the lobby. Thatcher and the woman deputy—Roussa, I saw as we rushed past—stepped swiftly out of the way.

         In the main room of the station, the deputy who’d been working at his laptop waited by the front desk. All four of them surrounded me in a loose circle, the florid-faced detective still squeezing my arm. Other than tensing my bicep to keep his grip from mangling it, I didn’t make a move. Not with two of the deputies already fingering their Tasers and pepper spray. Only Roussa seemed calm.

         “I can arrest you now,” the detective said, “or you can tell us who you are.”

         “Or both or neither,” I said, “as long as we’re listing the options.”

         “You’re not a lawyer.”

         “Never said I was.”

         “That’s a lie.” Deputy Thatcher stepped forward.

         “Shut up,” the detective said. He gave up trying to crush my arm and glared at me from six inches away. A high crest of cedar-colored hair topped his round head. He smelled sharply of menthol cigarettes. “What did Pak say to you?”

         “He can hardly talk.” I looked around at the deputies. “Which one of you assholes tried to kill him with your baton?”

         “Get your hands on the desk,” the detective said, spinning me around.

         I complied, grinding my teeth. He removed my wallet and tossed it to Roussa. Halfway through the detective’s overly aggressive frisk, Ganz strode in the front door of the station, attaché case in hand.

         “Is there a problem, Sheriff?” he said instantly. “Ephraim Ganz. I’m this man’s attorney, and I’ve also been engaged to represent Leonard Pak, who I understand may be on the premises. Who is your lead investigator on the case?”

         The deputies and the detective stood stunned, as if Ganz had produced a live elephant from his chest pocket instead of a business card.

         “I’m Lieutenant Yerby,” said the detective after another second of silence.

         “The man in charge. Excellent. Is Mr. Shaw there under arrest? Or is this simply a security procedure before he visits my client?” He gestured to the circle of deputies around me.

         Yerby stepped away, letting me straighten up. “Only the lawyer meets with the suspect.”

         “Of course. Good to learn the local customs. Now, if you would arrange for an interview room for us …”

         “Pak was assigned a public defender early this morning,” Yerby said, coming around the desk. “Until the court says you take over, officially I don’t have to do—”

         “Judge Waggoner’s office received our paperwork of intent half an hour ago. And signed off on it. Officially.” If Yerby towering over him bothered Ganz, he never gave the slightest hint. Just smiled and held up his hand apologetically. “No way you could know until now. But Mr. Pak is my client, and I am here, and I do need to speak with him about his arraignment. Which has been postponed until tomorrow afternoon, by the way.”

         Yerby took a long inhalation and then one big step to snatch my wallet away from Roussa. He opened it to read my driver’s license.

         “Seattle,” he said, like that confirmed the worst, and tossed the wallet on the front desk.

         “Shaw waits outside,” Yerby said to Ganz. “Leroy, put Pak in Room One. He and his attorney can talk there.” The deputy headed for the cell block. Yerby turned to Thatcher. The anger on his face hadn’t dimmed at all. “My office.”

         Thatcher blanched as he quickly followed his boss toward the opposite side of the station. Ganz’s phone rang and he stepped away to start barking instructions into it. I picked up my jacket as Deputy Roussa returned with the plastic bowl containing my keys and other personal effects.

         “Thanks,” I said. “Van Shaw. We spoke on the phone.”

         “I remember you hanging up.”

         “I did. I apologize. It was heavy news about Leo.”

         Her expression remained flat. Roussa wore her black hair pulled into a bun. She had bronze-toned skin and a stance that appeared as immovable as a concrete traffic barrier.

         “What happened yesterday?” I said. “With Erle Sharples?”

         “The lieutenant’s got the file.”

         “I’m just trying to understand, Deputy. Leo Pak isn’t some rando with fucked-up impulse control. He had his shit together, last I saw him. He said he’d been working for Erle recently. Where? Doing what?”

         “Erle’s Gun Shop. Up on Larimer Road. Erle brought him on for some part-time help. Hand-loading ammo, I think.”

         Reassembling fired rounds to be used again, or turning them into specialized higher-quality ammunition.

         “That’s skilled work,” I said. “Not something you’d give a guy who was twitchy.”

         “Erle said he did it well,” Roussa admitted.

         “So you and Erle had talked about him. Had you met Leo before all this?”

         “It’s a small town. I’d seen him. Listen,” she said, with a glance toward the door Lieutenant Yerby had left through, “don’t put what happened to your friend on our department. It was the constable who laid him out.”

         Right. The voice on the recording had identified itself as Mercy River police, not Griffon County.

         “He’s a real cop? Not some security guard?” I said.

         “Constable Beacham is law enforcement,” said Roussa.

         “So what does Beacham do for your town besides beat down suspects?”

         “There’s over two thousand square miles in this county,” she said. “Our resources can’t be everywhere. The constable handles most of the patrolling around town and the citizen outreach work. I expect that’s why he was first on the scene.”

         And swinging.

         “We looked after your guy,” Roussa said, reading my frown. “His pupils weren’t dilated and Mr. Pak had already told us that he wasn’t feeling  nauseous, so I let him sleep. We checked on him every ten minutes during the night. The sheriff is at a national conference in Indianapolis right now, else he’d be here to handle the case himself.”

         Instead we got what was probably the county’s only detective, Yerby. Terrific. It was likely a sign of how open-and-shut they thought Erle Sharples’s murder was, that the sheriff wasn’t hopping the first plane back.

         The other deputy opened the interior door. He beckoned to Roussa.

         “Mr. Ganz,” Roussa called. Ganz nodded and pocketed his phone.

         “Best wait outside,” he said to me, “before the lieutenant finds a reason to link you to the Lindbergh baby.”

         He disappeared with both deputies into the depths of the building.

         Waiting, inside or out, didn’t appeal. I had to move. I left the station, walking back to Main Street. The breeze shoved the growing heat of the morning around. I took off my canvas jacket and held it clenched in my hand.

         That fucker Yerby had stuck Leo in the cell after he’d passed out. Leo might have died right there. I wondered if Ganz could get him transferred to a hospital for detention. Someplace where they could check his head for concussion, or clotting. There must be a hospital with an MRI somewhere in the nearby counties. I could handle the bills. If Leo was forced to stay in the holding cell through arraignment, maybe longer, who knew whether he’d wake up the next time he fell asleep? We could—

         My careening train of thought was derailed by the sight of two men walking on the opposite side of the street. Early twenties. Jocks. Polo shirts and jeans and distinctive haircuts—shaved almost bald on the sides with a squared-off wedge of hair left on the top. I didn’t need a closer look at their sleeve tattoos to know who they were.

         Army Rangers.

         And past them, another one, a younger guy crossing the street to my side dressed in full Op Camo ACUs, crisp tab on his upper left arm. What the hell? 

         “Hey. Ranger,” I called. He glanced at me. “What’s going on? Street’s full of brothers.”

         “What’s your unit?” he said, giving me a once-over that stopped at my facial scars. Everyone needed a moment to take in those. Vets weren’t shy about it. They’d seen worse.

         “Nine years in the Three,” I said. Third Battalion of the 75th, the Ranger Regiment. “I became a free man last January.”

         “Roger that.” He held out a fist for a bump.

         “I came to town for a buddy,” I said. “What’s shaking here?”

         “Well, shit.” He grinned. He had a face that looked like he grinned a lot, broad and heavily freckled, pink splotches only a couple shades lighter than his red hair. “You lucked out, man. It’s the Rally.” My baffled expression made him laugh. “A three-day party. See?”

         He pointed down the street. Two blocks down, workers had placed ladders on either side of Main. One worker climbed the rungs, pulling a broad fabric banner already held high on the other end taut, so that the banner spread and the words printed on it in green and gold became visible over the street.

         
            Welcome U.S. Army Rangers

         

         “Son of a bitch,” I said. And the redheaded kid laughed again.

      

   


   
      
         

            FOUR

         

         ON OUR WAY TO the center of town, the ginger-haired Ranger told me his name was Moulson. He was active duty, out of the Second Bat at Fort Lewis near Tacoma.

         “That’s why the Rally’s so hot,” he said. “West Coast. For us.”

         I understood. Every two years in July, the Army threw their Ranger Rendezvous, a week-long event for active and veteran Rangers. The Rendezvous offered more things to do than there were hours in the day. Air jump shows, team sports, Hall of Fame meet-and-greets, shooting and fitness competitions, ceremonies for incoming and outgoing COs, family barbecues. I had gone to the Rendezvous a couple of times, when I wasn’t deployed and wasn’t tired of company. I could remember about half of what I’d seen. Being drunk a significant portion of the time was part of the fun.

         But the Rendezvous was always in Fort Benning, Georgia. Home turf for guys in the Third, like me, and only a skip away for the First Battalion in Savannah. Rangers from the Second Bat, at Fort Lewis in Washington State, had a long haul to join the fun.

         Was the Rally why Leo had come to Mercy River? He didn’t drink anymore, but that didn’t mean he was opposed to tearing it up. I was surprised he hadn’t called to let me know about the shindig. And a little ticked off.

         “The Rally isn’t an Army event,” Moulson continued. “No demonstration drills, no curfews, no nothing. Just us.”

         “I’ve never heard of it,” I said. “I was in theater in Afghanistan most of the last few years, but still.”

         Moulson swiped a hand dismissively, practically bouncing on the toes of his desert boots. “It’s only the Rally’s third year. And the first time, I hear that was nothing but a dozen dudes sitting around a table drinking beer and talking about how to make the Rally into something. Like, they put it all together, got the town to host it, all of that crap happened last year. This is the big push. Me and my buddy Booker from Lewis, it’s our second time around. We are going to shred this place.”

         The actives in town might as well have been carrying signs—all with haircuts to match Moulson’s and looking like they could run ten miles before they started to sweat. I counted half a dozen before we stepped onto the wooden boardwalk that fronted the shops at the heart of Main Street.

         Ten o’clock in the morning. Lunchtime, on Ranger hours. And while Ganz was seeing what he could do for Leo, I was stuck waiting.

         “I need food,” I said to Moulson, indicating the diner across the street with its placard in the window. “Call your buddy. The Bambi burgers are on me.”

         
            *

         

         IN FIFTEEN MINUTES WE were sitting at a window table where I could keep an eye peeled for Ganz. Moulson had introduced me to Booker, a black man whose rounded spectacles contrasted with his Greco-Roman wrestler’s build. Both soldiers were twenty-three years old and the same rank, specialist. When I told them I’d mustered out as a sergeant first class, Booker raised an eyebrow.

         “Couldn’t make master?” he said. “Sad.” Moulson and I laughed.

         Moulson pointed up the street. A shopkeeper at the mercantile was setting out a sandwich board, on which was written Active Duty Discounts! Lowest Prices in Town! in blue chalk.

         “Funny,” said Booker, deadpan. “Every store here says they got the best deal.”

         “Yeah,” Moulson said to me. “Make sure you tell ’em you’re with the Rally, or wear something that lets them know. That’s why we rolled into town with our camo. Cheap food, and happy hour runs all twenty-four.”

         “Mercy River really rolls out the mat,” I said. “How many guys come to this?”

         “Who knows?” Moulson shrugged. “Last year they had a couple of hundred coming through for at least a day apiece. With the talk on the Spec Ops boards, you gotta figure at least twice that many this time.”

         Almost half the population of the town. It was like an invasion, by actual soldiers.

         “Most’ll arrive by tonight, for the opening,” said Booker. Off my questioning expression he jabbed a thumb up the street. “The town hall is where the general kicks things off. It’s the only place in town big enough to hold everybody.”

         “The general?” I said.

         “General Macomber. The big brass. He founded the Rally.” Booker took off his glasses to clean a smudge off the lens. “It’s more than just slamming beers and talking shit. It’s a whole support network. Or it’s gonna be.”

         The waitress arrived, arms laden with giant plates of omelets and burgers and fries. While she was dealing out the meals, I noticed something past the sandwich board sign that I’d missed before. Painted on the side of the building in swooping silver script were the words TRADING POST SALOON.

         Leo had said he was attacked in a trading post. Or the Trading Post.

         “You guys ever hang at that bar?” I said, pointing.

         “Shit”—Moulson chuckled—“we closed it down every night last year. Biggest joint in town.” 

         “About the only joint in town,” Booker muttered.

         “Know the owner?”

         They looked at each other. “You want to buy it or somethin’?” said Booker around a mouthful of hash browns.

         “Or something.”

         “I remember him,” he said to Moulson. “The scarecrow with the boots.”

         “Riiiight.” Moulson nodded. “Real tall.”

         “Okay,” I said. And for five minutes, none of us said another word. Rangers ate like they did everything else. Aggressively.

         
            *

         

         GANZ FOUND ME AS I was paying the bill at the register. I’d already seen Booker and Moulson off. They were headed to check in at the only real hotel in town, the Suite Mercy Inn, where they’d booked rooms months in advance of the Rally. The town of Mercy River had embraced the annual event to the point where some residents had begun moving away for the week. Whether that was to earn a couple hundred bucks renting out their houses or just to “get out of the way of the fuckin’ hurricane,” as Moulson laughingly put it, latecomers still had plenty of options.

         “Let’s take a walk,” Ganz said.

         We chose a side road, away from the stream of pedestrians. Apart from Main Street, the town of Mercy River didn’t appear to have any zoning restrictions on residential and business areas. We walked by a small house with toddlers playing in their yard, a few dozen paces off Main. An auto body shop took up the remainder of the same short block. Some stores blurred the line even further. A realtor had converted a large family home into her offices. A yarn-and-fabric shop might double as the owner’s apartment. There wasn’t a single building in town over four stories tall, and I saw nothing like apartments or chain stores anywhere. Everything close to the earth, and homegrown.

         “I talked to Leo,” Ganz said, “and had a phone conversation with the district attorney who covers major crimes in four of the more rural counties around here. She’s down in Prineville. They’re handling the case and the evidence from there through your good friend Lieutenant Yerby for now. We’ll see the DA at the arraignment.”

         “Can they move Leo? He needs a doctor, at least.”

         “Leo in his wisdom refused medical treatment. And no way will Yerby insist on it.”

         “He’s got a mild concussion. Minimum.”

         “Are you a doctor? Is Leo your patient?” Ganz shook his head. “He’s an adult, and adults make stupid choices sometimes. Let’s concentrate on what we can do. The DA couldn’t wait to share the evidence against Leo with me. She’s expecting Leo will plead guilty first thing, and hope for leniency.”

         “Is it that bad?”

         “It ain’t good. They have Leo’s fingerprints on the shells found at the scene. An eyewitness saw Leo enter the gun shop ten minutes before Erle Sharples’s body was found inside. No one saw him leave, so it’s reasoned he fled out the back after the shooting.”

         “Shit.”

         “There’s worse. Flecks of blood were found on the bottoms of Leo’s shoes when he was arrested. His hands tested positive for gunshot residue, too.” Ganz shrugged. “I can work with the fingerprints and the powder test. Leo was working at the shop, he might have touched or fired anything. The other evidence is tougher to challenge. Lab results will take a while, but we have to assume that the blood on his shoes is going to be a match for Erle’s. The witnesses and the blood set him at the scene after the fact. And Leo didn’t run right out of that shop and call for help. That’s their case.”

         Yerby had hauled me out of the cell block before I’d gotten a chance to press Leo about Erle’s shooting. And Leo hadn’t volunteered any details. Had that been deliberate?

         “He had no motive to kill Erle,” I said.

         “The till was open and empty. That’s motive enough.” 

         I almost protested that Leo didn’t have the kind of loose wiring that would make him murder a man for a few bucks, but stopped myself. Ganz didn’t care. Ganz would lay out the legal arguments like a surgeon laid out instruments, deciding what was needed at any given moment. Leo’s personality didn’t matter. Leo’s guilt didn’t matter.

         Who might have had a reason to kill Erle Sharples? Could it really be as simple as a burglar, startled in the act?

         “What we need to worry about now is the arraignment tomorrow,” Ganz continued. “I’ll read the police report this afternoon, see what holes I can find. Arronow is already working on a discovery demand to the prosecutor’s office, to make sure they don’t get cute and forget to send us a different witness’s statement, or anything else that might place Leo elsewhere during the crime.”

         “What about the attack on him?”

         “What about it? Concerned citizens chasing a murder suspect? They’ll probably get citations.”

         “I mean the fact that he nearly had his brains spilled.”

         “Get real. Your buddy knocked one of his attackers unconscious, and broke the wrist of another man. A bump on our guy’s head from a law enforcement officer doesn’t buy us a damn thing.”

         Lost in our conversation, Ganz and I had followed the side road past a schoolyard and a field to its end, where a church stood facing the town head-on. A Methodist house, with white clapboard siding and a fifty-foot spire at its front. As we paused, bells—or the modern prerecorded electronic equivalent—began to sound the hour. Eleven chimes. It felt like they were counting down instead of up.

         “I’ll make a pitch for bail,” Ganz said, “and we might get lucky. But the likeliest result is that they’ll keep Leo right where he is, at least until he’s transferred to the big jail in Prineville.”

         I wasn’t sure Leo could hack being behind bars until the trial. He’d struggled with claustrophobia in the past, enough that he would sleep outside without any more than a blanket over him.

         Ganz fixed me with a wary eye. “You’re thinking of making trouble.” 

         “I’m not going to coerce any witnesses, if that’s what you mean.”

         “Maybe not. But even just poking around—watch your butt. These backwaters protect their own, and that goes double for the police here. You already made an enemy of that lieutenant. I don’t want you up on charges of dealing crystal meth after one of those deputies happens to find a bag of it in your truck during a traffic stop. That would be horrible.” Ganz’s face wrinkled as a farm tractor rattled past us on the street, towing a trailer full of manure. “I’d never get out of this cowflop town.”

      

   


   
      
         

            FIVE

         

         I DIDN’T HAVE TO PUSH open the batwing doors to know that the Trading Post Saloon had gone all-in on the Old West motif of the town center. The tavern had hitching posts along the boardwalk outside. Who knew, maybe some residents of Mercy River really did ride their steeds right down Main Street to grab a brew.

         Inside the saloon, round tables and high-backed wooden chairs would have served equally well for family meals or for dealing faro to prospectors and ranch hands. Barrel ends housed the beer taps. A giant mirror behind the long bar with gold filigree snaking around its edges reflected the entire room, making the already large room appear the size of a basketball court.

         The only person in sight was a teenage girl in a fringed rawhide vest and silver star, busily wiping down the bare tables.

         “Morning,” I said. “The owner around?”

         “Mr. Seebright? Um.” She looked toward the rear of the saloon, as if her boss might appear from behind the taxidermy brown bear rearing up on its hind legs. “He’s in a meeting?”

         “I’ll wait.” I took a seat at the bar, and no sooner had my butt hit the stool than a bartender hustled out from the room behind the mirror, still pinning his own star onto his black shirt. A garter adorned his upper arm. At least he was spared the fringed vest.

         I was one swig into a Deschutes ale when two men appeared from the back room. Rangers, both of them, but not clean-cut regimental actives like Moulson and Booker. The man in the lead was rangy, late thirties, and dark in both hair and very tanned skin. He had the chin-up-chest-out walk that only career officers and cherry boots fresh out of basic training hung on to for long. The rangy man dressed like an officer, too. Business casual in chinos and a white button-down, instead of the jeans and polo shirt that were virtually the civilian uniform of younger Rangers. He marched straight for the door, targeting his next destination.

         Five steps and ten years of age behind him sauntered the second Ranger. Shaggy light brown hair framed his fox-like face. He wore a tight T-shirt reading MASTODON over a graphic of a bearded skull. As he passed my seat, he nodded to me in lazy recognition. I didn’t have a shield tattoo like his, but I guess I was just as easy to classify.

         As the mismatched pair of Rangers left the saloon, a third man sidled out from the back rooms. He was a character. Almost a caricature. Six-foot-eight and as lean as a lamppost, in blue denim from head to toe, interrupted only by a big oval belt buckle of polished copper. A leather band encircled his forehead and tied back his heavy gray ponytail. His ensemble was nearly enough to distract from a fresh purplish bruise under his right eye. He was counting a slim roll of cash as he walked.

         Part of his height came from cowboy boots made of green python skin. Booker had described the saloon’s owner as a scarecrow with boots. Couldn’t be two like this one.

         “Mr. Seebright,” I said. “Got a minute?”

         He tucked the roll of bills into his shirt pocket. “Kin I do for you?”

         “You had some trouble here last night. A man was attacked.”

         “What of it?”

         “I heard you tried to keep the fight from escalating.” I pointed at his face. “That how you got the shiner?” 

         He lifted a hand to touch his eye, reflexively. “Lester’s elbow. Stupid move on my part, jumping into that scrap. You know him?”

         “Lester? No. I know the guy he was attacking. The one arrested for shooting Erle Sharples.” I held up a hand in peace, as Seebright grimaced. “I wanted to thank you for not letting Lester or whoever it was stomp his head in.”

         Seebright huffed. “Maybe I woulda, if I’d known.”

         “Tell me what happened.”

         “You already know what happened. You just said it.”

         “I know what Leo can remember, which isn’t much. What started the fight?”

         He glanced meaningfully at the entrance. “We got lunch folks coming in.”

         “It won’t take more than five minutes of your time. I’ll help set the tables, if you want.”

         Seebright huffed again, but moved to half sit, half lean against the barstool two seats down from me. “I remember noticing your friend before all the commotion started. Real quiet sort. So much so that I supposed he might be a little stoned. He sat over there against the wall”—he pointed a long finger—“and ate his stew and drank Cokes for an hour. Seemed content to just be. It was a slow night, so I didn’t mind him taking up the table.”

         Erle Sharples had been shot in the early morning. Then twelve hours later, Leo walks into the Trading Post Saloon and orders dinner. What had he been doing all day?

         “Who is Lester?” I said.

         “Lester is … well, he’s a problem for us. Grew up here in town, and in and out of our jail, too, on account of his temper. I guess he heard about what happened to Erle and went hunting for your friend. Called him a couple names I ain’t gonna repeat, your friend being a Japanese or whatever. I was coming around from behind the bar to tell Lester to shuffle his ass down the road, and right then he punched your fella Leo out of his chair. Kicked him, too.” 

         “Then you stopped Lester,” I said.

         “Stopped, naw. Slowed is more like.” Seebright touched his face again. “Haven’t been in a fight since I was a young buck. Forgot how much it hurts. Your friend got up and hit Lester with his dinner plate so fast I thought he mighta killed Lester dead on the spot. Those dishes are made not to bust when you drop ’em.”

         “And then Leo ran.”

         “Out the back, like he knew the place by heart.”

         He probably had. Leo would identify the entry and exit points in a new space instinctively, just as I had.

         “Those boys—some of ’em friends of Lester’s—they took off right after him,” Seebright continued.

         “One thing I don’t understand. How did Lester know to come looking? He found Leo even before the cops did.”

         Seebright shrugged and stood up. “Small town. Maybe he heard it from his brother Wayne. He’s our constable.”

         Constable Beacham. The town cop who’d bashed Leo with his baton. I was getting very interested in the Beacham family.

         The saloon owner must have caught my expression. “I wouldn’t read much into that. Our town here, a lot of us live in each other’s back pockets. Everybody knows everybody’s business. Especially if you go back a few generations, like me. Or Erle.”

         “If you and he were friends, I’m sorry,” I said.

         Seebright shifted uncertainly. “Not exactly friends. Erle weren’t really sociable. But we were young together.”

         “Thanks,” I said again. “You might have saved Leo’s life, jumping in.”

         “It’s my place,” Seebright said. “Can’t let it be soiled like that.” I put out a hand, and he shook it.

         “Van Shaw,” I said.

         “You seem a good sort, Mr. Shaw. I hope your friend is worth it.”

         Me, too, muttered a sly voice in the back of my mind.

      

   


   
      
         

            SIX

         

         OUTSIDE, I FOUND MORE heralds of the coming Rally. American flags fluttered over the shops, the folds from their packaging still apparent. A shoe store advertised terrain runs every day at 0600, targeting the active-duty Rangers who had to keep themselves razor-sharp, even on a weekend bender. Someone had hung a butcher-paper sign outside the hair salon calling for volunteers to help with Rally events—See a Redcap! it read. I didn’t know what a Redcap was, but I could already feel a growing energy in the town, like kids before summer vacation. Or maybe animals before an earthquake.

         My new friends Moulson and Booker had told me over lunch that the shooting competitions were the most popular events, and that General Macomber and the organizers offered serious prizes for the top shooters. I guessed that Erle Sharples had hired Leo to get the gun shop ready for the rush of customers. Booker had taken pains to point out that there were entry fees, too, and all proceeds went to a charitable trust. Booker was a convert to the Rally’s mission.

         The draw of the Rally, the younger Rangers had confessed, was that it wasn’t a family event. No WAGs—wives and girlfriends—no kids, no responsibilities, just blowing off steam for the entire weekend. Moulson had claimed that he’d nursed a hangover for two full days after the last one. 

         Actives like Booker and Moulson couldn’t go entirely off the rails. There would be a few officers attending. Rangers were expected to represent the regiment no matter where they were or what they were doing. To earn the scroll—the signifier that we had passed the brutal assessment and selection program and claimed a place in the 75th—every single day. But smart officers turned a blind eye to an acceptable level of madness, and even offered some leniency when that eye couldn’t avoid seeing something.

         I’d been on the receiving end of that kind of clemency once myself. In the wild celebrations not long after passing selection, I had joined some buddies at a massive beach party on the Chattahoochee River. The beach had been closed, not that that slowed anyone down. Between the soldiers and the locals we had enough beer cans on hand to build a battleship out of the empties. Hardly any of us were old enough to legally drink in the state of Georgia, including me. Someone had rolled oil drums onto the beach. A few gasoline-soaked logs in each made for fine campfires. Happenings got very loud. Signal f lares and fireworks may have been deployed. Authorities were called. I had a vague memory of being corralled into an unsteady mass of other Benning soldiers—we outnumbered the available sets of handcuffs by something like twenty-to-one—and ordered to wait for the MPs.

         I was just sober enough to be terrified that my career was over before it had begun. The training cadres had pounded the lesson into us that if we were found wanting, the result would be RFS—released for standards. Exiled. What the fuck was I going to do now?

         Luckily, a major from the 75th lived close and arrived first. He cut the newborn Rangers out from the milling herd of drunk soldiers, marched us far enough down the nearby access road to be out of sight of the Georgia cops, and proceeded to curse at us so long that some of our group might have been halfway to sober by the time he’d finished.

         Our only saving grace was that we hadn’t actually destroyed anything on the beach, probably because there was nothing there to wreck except ourselves. An M923 cargo truck rolled up. The major ordered the bunch of us onto its flatbed, which we proceeded to paint with a lot of vomit on the way to a waiting barracks at Benning.

         The next day was one of the worst of my military life. A squad of merciless robots disguised as cadre sergeants screamed our bleary troop awake after two hours of sleep. They hounded us out to where the major awaited us at the Darby Queen—the grueling two-mile-long obstacle course that had broken dozens of candidates in our class alone. Our groans could have been heard from back at the mess hall. Having earned our scrolls, we thought we had seen the last of the Darby, at least for a while.

         The major taught us better. He and the sergeants ran us in barfing, lurching teams of four through the Darby. Timed. After three hellish rounds, the major began allowing the fastest team to return to base and light duty. All of the other teams had to run the course again. I saw the Darby half a dozen times before my team finally finished in the top spot. Only downing a handful of Aleve allowed me to walk like a Homo sapiens the next day. I heard a rumor that the last team ran the Darby eleven times, which was probably bullshit, unless the major had also arranged for their dead bodies to be quietly buried.

         But none of us lost our place in the regiment. No one got busted down in rank or arrested. Smoking us into the dirt and making sure we remembered it forever was punishment enough. If any active Rangers got out of hand in Mercy River, I imagined they would regret it one way if not the other.

         
            *

         

         LEO HAD SAID HIS gear and prescriptions were stowed at a girlfriend’s place. Forty-one Piccolo Road. I checked the map. Piccolo was at least four miles from town, as the crow flew. I walked back to the truck and drove south, following the blue line on the phone’s screen. It didn’t take long for the crudely paved streets to become gravel roads. Each intersection stretched farther from the last, until the flat sheets of land between each road could be measured in hectares. I passed a series of greenhouse tunnels made of transparent polyethylene sheeting, each a hundred yards long and tall enough for a man to stand inside. A rabbit dashed in front of the truck, missing its tires by a whisker. It vanished into the roadside brush before I got another glimpse.
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