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      The body looked as if it had been on the riverbank for more than a few days. Picked over by birds and coyotes. The clothes dampened and dried and dampened again into a kind of dead-looking tapestry.

      There had been rain. Squalls passing through. Unseasonal, and as violent as they were brief.

      The man who'd found the body stood back as the others crowded in to look it over. Four of them. Two as big as rhinos, in tee shirts designed to show off their muscle, and tight jeans with heavy black combat boots. Another, thinner and taller, in a leather jacket and with a thick dark beard. He was crouched at the edge, between the river's tired trickle and the drapes of the body's clothing.

      The fourth was a woman. Tall, some might say statuesque and dark haired. Combed straight as if every hair had been hand-laid in place, and tied just at the base of her neck, falling like a tassel to halfway down her back.

      The man who'd found the body, Curtis Grant, didn't know her, but he'd spoken to her on the phone several times over the last couple of years. She had a delicious voice that made him melt a little. He'd had no idea, until now, that she stood more than a head taller than he did, and had piercing eyes that looked as if they could laser through steel.

      She stood just ahead of Grant, at the ragged edge of a low grassy terrace that lay a foot above the rough jumble of stones and sand and weed on the river's flood plain. She was wearing dark leggings and boots that matched the two guys on steroids. She had a long black coat that reached to her ankles.

      Sesame Creek, which drained right on out to the Little Bingham River, which for all Grant knew drained into the Missouri's upper reaches. Despite the squalls, Sesame Creek was low and placid.

      "It's him?" the woman said.

      The man with the beard stood and put his hands in his jacket pockets.

      "It's him," he said. "Burwood. Dead four or five days maybe. Dumped here maybe a day or so back." The man looked around at the sky. The cloud banks were building up for another downpour.

      Across the river, the steeper side, tall ponderosa pines jabbed up from the ground, their trunks stiff against the slight breeze. They were like a wall. A cage. A red-headed bird darted out from them, flew in a long curve and vanished again.

      The air was sweet with pollen and sap. Another time, Grant would have been able to appreciate it. To enjoy the peace and the relaxing feel of the spot.

      The woman looked around at him.

      "When did you find him?" she said.

      "About eleven. I knew to call you." It was three now. It hadn't taken them long to get out here.

      "You were looking?" the man with the beard said.

      Grant swallowed. These people weren't perturbed by the body at all. As if it was a regular part of their business.

      "I was running errands for him," Grant said. "Like always. Pick ups are all over. Sometimes in town. Sometimes out at a farmhouse. Not very often down a country lane and on a riverbank."

      Grant glanced back. His beat-up Subaru stood there on the rutted ground in between willows and more tamaracks. There was a kind of dirt parking lot and a picnic table there too. A couple of curves around the river lay a swimming hole and the teens liked to come up in the summer and hang out in the sun. This part of Montana, if the spring melts lasted, the river could come right up to the grass and stay like that for weeks.

      Next to Grant's Subaru stood the big GMC pickup the other four had arrived in. The kind of thing that looked like it would eat his car for lunch. It just about had the clearance to drive right over top. The silvery-gray paintwork had not a scratch. Not a mark.

      "He told you to make a pick up out here?" the man with the beard said.

      "Sometimes I talk to him. Sometimes it's just a text." Grant held up his old Samsung with its cracked screen. "This time just a text."

      "So he--"

      "Time to go," the woman said. "Ben and Jerry, let's get the body into the truck's tray. At least we've covered the dead part of dead or alive."

      With a practiced ease, the pair of muscled men lifted Burwood, one at his ankles, the other at his shoulders, and they carried him back up across the flood plain.

      Surely their names weren't Ben and Jerry. Not really.

      Grant stepped back to let them by.

      The woman watched, and the man with the beard came up to join them.

      "This is a setback," he said.

      "Not really." The woman rubbed at her teeth with the tip of her pinky finger. "But we need to be gone from here before officials arrive."

      The man with the beard looked at Grant. "Did you tell anyone?"

      Grant shook his head. "Just you all."

      "Good." The man with the beard turned to the woman. "We shouldn't have moved the body. We could have burned it in situ."

      "No. Someone killed him and we need to keep them guessing."

      "And this one?" The man turned. "Kurt? Is that your name?"

      "Curtis," Grant said, feeling a tingle rise through his spine. "Curtis Grant."

      Probably should have used a fake name.

      Burwood worked for these people, but Grant only worked for Burwood. On a day to day basis.

      "Keep him around," the woman said, giving Grant a smile that was almost motherly. "I'm sure he has his uses."
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      Cole Wright abandoned an arguing couple right outside of a tiny place called Pointer. A mile from the freeway, filled with derelict yards and single story buildings.

      The pair had given him a ride all the way from Vaughan, Montana, where the scenic route 200 met the I15, and Wright should have known, right from the outset, that it was a bad idea.

      He'd been coming from Great Falls and for a moment considered taking the scenic byway from a little way north, and then on to Missoula, but then he was on foot for the moment. It felt like something to be savored. When he had his own vehicle and wasn't at the whim of another driver.

      And then, this couple, heading north. Why not?

      The car might have been a Ford, but it was so ancient and patched, with mismatched panels and a cracked windshield, that it could have been anything. Perhaps the chassis was the only original part. Perhaps the couple kept several junkyards afloat as they replaced and repaired the car to keep ahead of it getting declared unroadworthy.

      But he'd gotten in, slipped into the back seat, shoving aside Taco Bell and Burger King wrappers, paperback books, a manky crocheted blanket and other jetsam.

      "Sorry about the mess man," the man had said from the passenger seat.

      "We pick up people, though," the woman had said. "We remember times before we had a car. When we were doing it real tough."

      It hadn't seemed as if they'd moved up much in the world.

      But Wright said, "I appreciate it, thank you."

      "Where are you headed?" the man said. He was wearing some kind of rough weave poncho that might have once been white, but was now approaching ochre.

      "Calgary," he said. "Points north, maybe?"

      "Is there anything north of Calgary?" the woman said.

      "Tundra and bears," the man said. "Those white ones."

      "Albino grizzlies?"

      And they'd both laughed as if it was the funniest thing in the world.

      Wright was making his way back to Spokane and figured it wouldn't hurt to loop through Canada a little. Right now, it looked like he might have been better off just walking to Calgary. It wasn't clear that the woman would be able to even drive in a straight line, which was about all that was required on the roads out this way.

      Then they'd started in on the arguing. Almost as if Wright wasn't in the car.

      First, apparently, the man had been rude to her mother. He denied it, and said the old bag deserved to hear how things really were.

      And it all devolved from there. Yelling and shouting. Moments of quiet. Moments where they looked at each other and smiled, but then raced on to tear new holes in each other's characters.

      It was entertaining for a few miles. Wright had decided to get out at Conrad. But they'd barreled on through, exactly the way that freeways were designed. No need to stop.

      Except that a light from the dash--amazingly still working--suggested that they were getting low on fuel.

      Pointer was the kind of town that had been left behind because of the freeway. A mile away, but that could have been a hundred. There were signs for food and gas and lodging, but they were all sad and perhaps less than hopeful.

      The woman drove the car off the freeway and made for a sign that read Cheap Gas. They also offered food and bathrooms. The gas wasn't cheap, but then it hadn't been cheap since something like 1968.

      There were a couple of other cars in the forecourt, and a guy in a white ball cap hanging out by the store's door. From out back, a semi's engine rumbled.

      Wright thanked the couple, and gave them a couple of tens to help with gas.

      "That's way too much mister," the man said.

      "Did you see that price?" Wright said, with a wave at the sign.

      The man glanced up and did a kind of double-take.

      "Take the money, Mark," the woman said. "Let the man be generous."

      "Right. Thanks." Mark took the cash. "We're heading on, and you're welcome to join."

      "Feeling like a third wheel," Wright said.

      "Huh?" the man said. "Third wheel?"

      "On a bicycle. Figure you folks have got a thing or two to resolve. I'm in the way."

      A cool wind blew through. The sidewalks were weedy and rough. Looking back toward the town, he thought he saw a diner. It might even be open.

      "You were so quiet," the man said. "I kind of forgot you were there."

      Blending in. Perhaps Wright hadn't quite lost his touch.

      "I wish you well," he said.

      The guy glanced away. The woman had gotten out and started in on gassing up the Ford. The pump kept clicking off and she had to grab the handle and squeeze again.

      "Yeah," the guy said, looking around at Wright. "Maybe I should come with you."

      "Maybe. But as you pointed out, I'm not that great as company."

      The guy snorted. "Well, likewise, I guess." He looked around, back through the town. "Good luck here. Nowhere, Montana."

      "Good luck to you too." Wright got out of the car. Stretched. Took in the town's main street.

      Simple brick buildings, mostly long abandoned. From the distance came the sound of traffic on the freeway. Trucks downshifting, as if on the long, straight flats there was a need for gear changes.

      It was late, already. If he was going to get another ride, his luck would be better in the morning. He would have that mile or so hike back to the freeway too.

      It might be Nowhere, Montana, but there would be a motel. There usually was. Anywhere big enough for a gas station might be big enough for a motel. It wouldn't be much, but all he needed was a bed.

      He started away from the gas station, away from the freeway. The air was cool and crisp. The sun was dipping away toward the western horizon.

      The town was almost like something they would use in one of those post-apocalypse movies. Abandoned and empty. A few pickups parked along the main street. Boarded up stores and cracked pavements.

      The pawn shop was still operating. Cash loans, bail bonds, payday advances. An Open sign flashed with garish LEDs.

      Across the road a thrift store was just closing up. They had manikins in the windows, dressed surprisingly well. A young woman pulled down a roller door over the main entry, and fitted a padlock at the base.

      Wright walked past a vacant lot and a gutted building and found what he was looking for across the next block.

      The Pointer Motel.

      The building was run down and tired. Pointing south and facing east. The parking lot was filled with old tall dead weeds, but there were a few cars parked in front of the rooms. One story, office at the front, then a sequence of window-door, window-door, repeated eight times to the back. Lights on, shining through the drapes, in the rooms with parked cars.

      This would do.
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      Curtis Grant was good at following instructions. It had practically been a defining feature of his life. From when he'd been a kid, in grade school, and able to understand what the grown ups were telling him to do, and to get on and do it. Wash your hands thoroughly. Leave your shoes at the door when you visit Mrs. MacPherson's place. Don't pick your nose.

      He'd never thought of himself as especially bright, nor especially creative, but he'd done fine at school simply because he did what he was told.

      Somewhere that had all gone south and he'd wound up on the wrong side of the law. Likely a function of not being too bright. His own admission.

      But now, driving his beat up Subaru along Calvert Road, following the woman's big silvery-gray GMC pickup, he was just back to instructions. Follow us.

      That was an easy one.

      But he was out on a limb here. The really thin branches.

      Burwood had been his contact. Had been looking after him these last six months.

      Dead.

      The road was an easy drive. Mostly straight. Blacktop, but with narrow shoulders. Patched heavily in a few places, but still in good shape in other spots. Barely any other traffic.

      The Subaru rattled, and there was the vague smell of sooty, tarry exhaust. As if the fuel mix was off somehow. Not that he would know much about that.

      "Come on, Curtis," he whispered to himself.

      He'd had a life before Burwood. Plenty of life. It might have been manual labor, with the odd dodgy escapade that might have put him on the wrong side of the law.

      Since Burwood, a little more of that. A little more money and a little less back-breaking.

      But now Burwood was dead.

      Grant had been left adrift. A boat without an anchor.

      And it seemed unlikely this crew was going to be his new anchor. The callous way they'd just picked up Burwood's body and tossed it into the pickup's tray. The woman's eyes. They burned with something Grant had never seen before.

      There was a turn coming up. One of the back ways that would lead through to Pointer. One of the little towns dotted around here.

      It was growing darker. The sun had vanished behind the thick clouds on the horizon.

      Maybe he should just take the turn. Get out of their way. Figure things out all on his own. He could do that.

      Because there was no way to be sure he wouldn't end up like Burwood. Another corpse to be tossed into the back of a pickup.

      He started slowing. It was a crossroads. Four-way stop.

      The pickup was slowing too. Brake lights lit up, stretching higher than Grant's Subaru's roof.

      The pickup came to a stop.

      Grant stopped behind.

      Unless they made a right, heading for Pointer, that's where he was heading.

      Fast.

      He'd push the Subaru. By the time they realized he wasn't following, he'd be five miles away. Maybe even more.

      Places he could hide in Pointer too. Let it all blow over.

      He took a breath. He had instructions to follow them, and it wasn't like him to ignore instructions.

      The pickup hadn't moved. Grant couldn't see beyond it, but he could see left and right. Clear tan fields. No traffic coming either way.

      Then there was someone coming back along the side of the pickup. One of the big guys in the stretched tee shirt.

      Ben. Or Jerry.

      Grant swallowed.

      The guy grabbed the passenger's door handle and practically ripped the door from its hinges. He reached in as Grant squirmed back.

      "Relax buddy," the guy said, voice higher than Grant had expected.

      The guy grabbed below the passenger seat. Pulled up the bar and shunted the seat back.

      He climbed in. Barely fit.

      "They said for me to come ride with you," he said, reaching and pulling the door closed. This time, he practically made it burst right in. The car shook.

      "All right then," Grant said. Ahead the pickup was pulling through the intersection.

      "You should put on your headlights."

      "Sure." Grant turned the knob and the lights came on. They shone on the pickup's tailgate.

      "She figured you might get cold feet," the guy said.

      "Nope," Grant said.

      "Really?" The guy peered left and right. The sign for Pointer was visible now the pickup was gone.

      "Yes," Grant said. "Really. I'm good at following instructions."

      "Good to know. Follow them." Double meaning right there. Follow instructions. Follow the others in the pickup.

      "Yep." Grant eased off the brake and the Subaru slid on after the big pickup.
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      Wright's room was a typical small town independent motel room. Plain bed with a faded quilt. Generic photo of 1970s sailboats on a lake on the wall above. Bathroom with a retiled shower and a sink with cracks in the ceramic. The place smelled of bleach.

      There had to be tens of thousands of near-identical rooms throughout the continental U.S. Maybe in Hawaii too. He'd never made it to Hawaii, so maybe that was something to look at down the road.

      He emptied his small backpack, setting the current battered paperback on the worn nightstand. A Baldacci. Hefty, but a good read.

      Wright took a shower. The little cake soap was surprisingly good. He was used to them breaking apart as soon as you touched them.

      The heat and the water was good.

      He dried off still in the bathroom. Maybe he would read a little while, then go find something to eat. He hadn't found a diner, but doubtless there was something. Worst case, he could head back to the gas station and grab a bag of Doritos. He hadn't looked in the store when he'd abandoned the arguing couple. Maybe there would be sandwiches and fruit. Maybe a bagel.

      He pulled on boxers and stepped out to the main room.

      Someone was pounding on the main door.

      "Hello?" Wright called.

      "Office," a voice said. The young bored clerk who'd checked him in and taken some more of Wright's cash.

      Wright grabbed his jeans and slipped them back on. He draped the towel around his shoulders and figured that was enough to be presentable.

      He checked the spyhole. Sure enough. The kid was probably twenty, probably the last of his old classmates left in town. He had damp tawdry black hair and a stud in his nose.

      Wright unchained and unlocked the door.

      "Police," the kid said, with a nod toward the office. "You might want to hide your stuff."

      A white police cruiser was parked at a bad angle, facing into the office. Two cops stood at the door to the second unit along. A man and a woman. They were talking with someone.

      "Hide my stuff?" Wright said.

      The kid shrugged. "Whatever you've got. Guns or drugs or something."

      "Why would you think that?"

      The kid looked away again. Looked Wright dead in the eye.

      "You walked in," the kid said. "You paid cash."

      "Most of your guests pay cash."

      "You'd be surprised."

      "Walking in doesn't make me a mule, or whatever."

      "Sure it doesn't."

      Wright smiled. The kid might be stuck here in Pointer, Montana, but he had some nous and maybe a little ambition.

      "Okay then," Wright said. "Thanks."

      The kid stood a moment, waiting.

      Wright's smile widened.

      "Here's what could happen," Wright said. "I could pay you ten bucks and you could make sure they were held up. Time enough for me to hide my stuff. Or I could not pay you, and you could call them down so they could ask me a bunch of questions."

      The kid scratched at the right side of his neck. His eyes flicked away. Came back to Wright's.

      "You're entrepreneurial," Wright said. "I'll give you that. But I don't have anything to hide, unless they're going to book me for reading Baldacci."

      "Who?"

      "Never mind. Nice try, kid. If you're going to shakedown someone, you need to be better practiced at your initial assessment."

      "You talk funny."

      "And to think that I'm really from just across the mountains."

      The kid rolled his eyes, but looked as if he was ready to flip the bird. He turned and walked away.

      The cops were done with their first stop. They stepped back from the door and the woman touched her cap. Said Thank you, though Wright didn't hear, just watched her lips. The pair started along toward Wright.

      He stayed in his doorway.

      The pair were in full black uniforms. Glocks in their holsters, radios at their shoulder and badges all in place. Caps set firmly on their heads.

      The guy was probably mid-forties, working to stay ahead of developing a paunch and being relatively successful, but he was still carrying a little extra weight.

      The woman was darker and trimmer and younger. She walked with an effortless grace. She was maybe five foot seven, a little taller than the guy.

      She smiled at Wright and he had to smile back. She had amazing lips. A short, ponytail pointed out from the back of her head, just below her cap.

      How easily he was distracted. Even when there were police around.

      "Evening," Wright said as they came up to him. The air was cooling rapidly. Someone drove by in a pickup, lights blazing along the road.

      "Good evening sir," the man said. "Would you have a moment?"

      "Always. Did you want to step in?"

      "No," the woman said, eyes on his chest. "But perhaps you could put on a shirt?"

      "I could do that." Wright smiled. Hopefully it wasn't too goofy. He took in their embroidered name tags, sewn perfectly onto their uniforms. The man was D. Mullaney, and the woman was G. Pepper.

      Wright ducked back inside while they gathered at the door. He tossed the towel onto the bathroom floor and found his tee shirt. Pulled it on.

      "Just a general enquiry," Mullaney said. "A gentleman who was staying here and supposed to check in with us two days ago hasn't. We wondered if you'd seen him."

      "I just got here an hour ago."

      "And still," Pepper said. "It will help us check off a few boxes."

      Mullaney lifted the phone in his hand. The display had a photograph of a man on it.

      White, late fifties, two days of stubble. Not in good shape. He was puffy with bruises. His left eye was blackened and he had a cut on the bridge of his nose.

      Wright waited.

      "Niall Burwood," Mullaney said. "Last known address is the room right next to yours." He gestured with the phone toward the door of room seven.

      "Haven't seen him. Looks like someone too to him. Cage fighting?"

      "This was last time we picked him up," Pepper said.

      "Last time? As in he's been in and out of your cells more than once?"

      Mullaney and Pepper glanced at each other.

      "He has," Mullaney said.

      "Interesting. And now you want him?"

      "Have you seen him at all?" Pepper said.

      "Never."

      "Thank you for your time," Mullaney said. He lowered the phone and stepped back and around and headed on along the row of rooms.

      Pepper stayed right there in front of Wright.

      "Where did you serve?" she said.

      "I didn't serve," Wright said.

      "Really? You look it." She glanced at his midriff. "Toned. Sharp eyes. The right questions. And you arrived on foot, as if you're used to just getting about. As if you're a drifter. Ex-service drifter."

      "I'm not a drifter," Wright said. "I have a home."

      Which was technically correct now. He'd bought a place in Spokane and it kind of gave him a base. Right now, there were travelers staying in it. A kind of informal lodging run through a website like Airbnb. The money helped him out, traveling, and the booking system allowed him to come home sometimes.

      "You travel light?" she said. "On foot."

      "Hitching today. Tomorrow, maybe a bus."

      "You don't work?"

      "Casual. Used to be a cop." Which was usually something he waited to mention until well down the track. Especially with other cops. It could get in the way. Like a distraction. Like he was trying to prove something.

      And then the whole other side of that as to why he wasn't still a cop. Did he get terminated? Was there some scandal? Did he break some laws and get softly sidelined out and avoid conviction because his chief took care of him?

      "A cop?" she said.

      Mullaney was knocking on the door down at twelve.

      "Seattle," Wright said. "I grew out of it, I guess."

      "So you're a P.I. now? Or in security?"

      "I do gardens. Sometimes a fence." He'd learned how to make a fence somewhere down in Tucson. It had been good for him. Figured he could do that anytime now.

      Mullaney had stopped knocking, but started up again. Unless someone was in the bathroom, the door in a motel room could be answered almost immediately.

      "All right then," Pepper said. "If you see Burwood, be sure to let us know."

      From one of her pockets, she produced a business card. A little bent on the corners as if it had been used a few times. Small town police budgets, cutting every corner.

      Lt. Greta Pepper, Pointer County Police Department, with a website address, a phone number and email. In an emergency, call 911.

      "Greta Pepper," he said. "That has a nice ring to it."

      She smiled. "Thank you. Most people kind of like to make fun of the kind of rhyme in it."

      "It's endearing." Wright held out his hand. "Cole Wright. Thanks for your time."

      The smile widened. It was quite lovely. Genuine. Warm.

      "It should be me thanking you," she said, taking his hand in a firm but somehow delicate grasp. They shook.

      She held on a moment longer than necessary.

      A shout came from along the row.

      Mullaney stepped back.

      He pulled out his pistol.

      Too slow.

      A blast from inside the room knocked him back.

      Mullaney stumbled. Fell.

      Landed hard.

      Blood oozing from his shredded police shirt.
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      Curtis Grant continued following instructions and continued following the big GMC pickup. Far to his right, the lights of Pointer showed sometimes. Popping up through the landscape between stands of trees and farm buildings and the tall silhouettes of grain silos.

      Pointer didn't have that many lights anyway.

      His Subaru was running just fine. He had half a tank of gas. The engine temperature gauge was likewise sitting right there on halfway. He was driving at fifty-eight miles an hour. The pickup was maybe a hundred and fifty yards ahead.

      Ben, or Jerry, sat right next to him. Calm and motionless. Hands clasped in his lap. Knees up, feet planted in the footwell. Seatbelt secure across his lap and shoulder.

      He just kept facing forward. Didn't look at the scenery. Didn't look at Grant. Even when Grant looked at him.

      It was unnerving.

      Lights from a vehicle coming the other way flared as it raced by the pickup. The hum of it swept by them, and dust rose in its wake.

      The guy didn't move.

      "Are you Ben?" Grant said. "Or Jerry."

      "Because you're driving," the guy said. "I'm not going to smack you in the mouth. My name is Robbie. But you can call me nothing at all, since there's no need for you to ever speak to me again. If you understand, just go 'mm-hm'. You understand?"

      "Mm-hm," Grant said.

      "Good. Keerard said you were a fast learner."

      Grant stayed quiet. No sense in riling the guy. Robbie.

      The pickup's brake lights came on and it slowed. Grant was a little slow on the pedal and the Subaru came up too close.

      The pickup eased away and turned from the blacktop.

      "Follow," Robbie said.

      Grant held his sarcasm--That's what I've been told to do--and just turned the wheel. The Subaru bumped down a slight gravel incline and onto a dirt track leading out into the fields.

      There were lights ahead. Buildings.

      And a parked aircraft.
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      The moment Wright saw the flare of the shotgun blast, his hand had gone to his hip. Muscle memory.

      Gunshot.

      Get your service weapon in your hand.

      Pepper had hers. Both hands.

      Fast reflexes.

      "Get back into your room sir," she said, stepping away.

      As if he was going to do that.

      The tricks would be making himself useful and keeping out of her way.

      The sound of the shot echoed around the motel. Off the faces of the brick buildings in town.

      Wright looped around in behind Pepper.

      "I'll check your partner," he said. "Cover the door."

      "Copy that," she said. Adapting fast.

      Wright moved out onto the loose gravel covering the old pavement of the motel's lot. It crunched under his bare feet. Should have pulled on his boots after he'd pulled on his shirt.

      He moved quickly. Trying to ignore the jabs of sharp stones against his soles.

      There was one vehicle parked there. Right outside room 10. An old Mazda hatchback. Maybe just one grade up from the arguing couple's Ford.

      Wright put his hand on the Mazda's rear windshield. Just to orientate himself. He kept his eyes between Mullaney and the open door on room twelve.

      Pepper was moving around in front of the Mazda. Keeping to the sidewalk pavement along in front of the rooms. There were old slim concrete sleepers bolted to the ground to keep cars from riding forward too far and ramming the motel's wall. Cracks and gaps showed rust and rebar.

      Mullaney was still breathing.

      "Hey in there," Wright called toward room twelve. "I'm just checking this guy. The cop."

      How much time had passed since the shot? Ten seconds? Fifteen?

      Probably a double-barreled shotgun. Probably sawn-off, looking at the spread of damage to Mullaney's face and shirt.

      Shot was meant to spread, but not that much. Not at that close a range.

      Hence, sawing off the barrel. The action turned a hunting weapon into a short-range, close-quarters bludgeon.

      Wright was a yard from Mullaney now. Out from behind the Mazda. In front of the window on room eleven.

      Pepper was almost parallel with him. Just past the door.

      Wright could see into room twelve now.

      Yellow light and the same framed faded 70s sailboat photo on the wall.

      Some guy standing just back from the doorway. Dark clothes. One hand on the barrels of the shotgun. Double barrel.

      Aimed down. Right at the slim strip of wood that marked the doorway. So that was something. At least it wasn't aimed at Wright's head.

      "You can put the gun down," he said. "I'm just checking him."

      "Put your hands out," the guy called. "Where I can see them." Voice thick and a little high. He sounded like he might be from out east. Boston or Maine maybe.

      Wright held his hands out and ahead. Not up, but where the guy could see them.

      "Just going to check him," Wright said. "Maybe you should call 911. Get some help for him."

      "Nearest ambulance is thirty minutes away," he said.

      "Then go down to their car and get the first aid kit." Wright tensed and cringed. Should have said his car, not their car. No sense in suggesting there was more than one cop.

      "You go," the guy said.

      Wright reached Mullaney.

      "I'm going to kneel down to him," Wright said. "You should put the gun on the ground."

      Pepper was almost at the door now. Pressed close to the wall. Stepping gently.

      "Not gonna happen," the guy said.

      "Maybe just crack it open then," Wright said. "Eject all the shells."

      There would be only one shell. And you didn't eject it, not from a breech. You had to pull it out.

      Wright put his hand on Mullaney's shoulder. The cop was still breathing, but it was ragged. His eyes were wide. Staring at the dark sky.

      He'd taken a lot of shots. There were wounds in his face. His lips and chin were just about mince. There was blood on his neck.

      First aid kit wasn't going to be enough.

      If they were right outside the ED in a big city hospital with trauma surgeons right there, even that wouldn't be enough. The guy's face was perforated. It was ugly.

      His vest had taken some of the shot, but mostly it had gone into his face. His neck.

      He'd been blinded.

      He stank. Of blood and sweat and other things.

      "I'm sorry," Wright said.

      Mullaney gurgled something. Quiet. Maybe a word.

      Wright bent in close. Got his ear by the man's mouth.

      "Say again," Wright said.

      "Lissie," he said. "Say... goodbye."

      Mullaney's breath turned into a series of sudden gasps.

      Wright kept his hand on Mullaney's shoulder. Stayed with him until the end.

      Pepper was right at the door.

      Technically, Wright should be administering CPR. Pumping the guy's chest. He'd done it before.

      But those occasions were other incidents involving electricity or blows to the head or ill-health. With hospitals nearby.

      Wright wasn't a doctor. He couldn't pronounce someone dead, but when he was bleeding out through his jugular, CPR would be like compressing a squeeze bottle of sauce.

      Wright stayed a moment longer. Blood continued to ooze from Mullaney's body. There was a dent in his shield badge where it had caught one of the shot balls.

      So much for that. So much for his vest.

      Wright stood.

      Pepper was right by the door. She glanced at Wright.

      He stared through the opening.

      The guy there was medium build. Maybe six foot. Six foot one. Wearing a dark blue soccer jacket, with three stripes down the sleeves, over a matching tee shirt. Black slacks and sneakers.

      He held the shotgun in two hands. There was hardly anything to the barrel. Sawn off just beyond the trigger. Barely any space even for the shells.

      He'd already discharged one barrel. Unlikely he'd reloaded.

      So he only had one shot left.

      Wright took a step forward.

      The guy took a step back. Raised the gun.

      It was all down to bluff now. The guy could pull the trigger any time he liked.

      If he shot Wright, then that was the last shell in the gun, and Pepper could easily arrest him.

      "Turn the gun away from me," Wright said. Code for Pepper. The guy's aiming at me. A definite immediate threat.

      "If I don't?" the guy said.

      "I'll come in low. Tackle you. Dump you on the floor before you have time to move your finger."

      More code. Come in low.

      "You aimed high," Wright said. "It's a habit."

      Pepper crouched. Edged forward.

      The guy was laughing.

      "Put the gun down," Wright said. A well-practiced phrase. And it didn't even need the or we'll open fire. tacked on the end.

      It was implied.

      Wright took a step to his left. It changed the angles. The guy tracked him with the gun.

      Pepper moved then. Lithe and agile.

      Coming forward into the doorway.

      "Put down your weapon," she shouted.

      The guy swung back toward her.

      Too slow.

      Pepper fired.
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