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      Gus Krantner's hand hurt from gripping the briefcase handle so tightly.

      He sat on the rough wood of an ancient park bench.

      The grass along the concrete nib wall was lush and green. Ant trails followed along the cracks in the concrete and vanished into the ground. The air was fresh with garden smells. Earthy compost and blooming flowers and the thick, sappy scent of pines.

      There were dozens of them in the park. Tamaracks or ponderosas. Tall and stiff and straight. Their needle-laden branches shished in the light breeze.

      Birds called from all around. Some bouncing around on the ground nearby, pecking at crumbs from the concrete paths and bugs from the grass and from among the leaf litter lying in the garden areas under the trees.

      Plenty of needles there, brown and tough, but also leaves from shrubs and ferns that were happy enough with the shade.

      It was just eleven fifty-nine AM.

      One minute before the drop was supposed to happen.

      Shouldn't be nervous. He'd done this kind of thing often enough.

      But Gus was nervous. Not quite a wreck, but getting there.

      This time, things were different. This time, Stella was really going to make it the end for him.

      He couldn't afford to screw up.
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      It was a peaceful day in Beaton, Idaho, and Cole Wright strode along the river walk enjoying the warmth of sun and the cool of the air coming up from the river itself as it splashed along over the rocky bed.

      Hard to tell if it was natural or not.

      Locals probably knew. The river here would have a whole history. There might have been a mill, perhaps. Maybe some weirs or locks in place to gather logs and send them on down to Farfield. Perhaps teams of oxen hauling them along the banks.

      Wright was from out of town, but it was easy to get the real sense of Beaton as a place where pioneers had worked hard and built everything up from scratch.

      The concrete path was old and pitted. The edge dropped vertically to the river, almost as if this was part of a canal itself.

      The river took a sharp bend a couple of hundred yards upstream, and the riverwalk path followed up along the edge of a scarp. Steel posts stood at five yard intervals, with hanging chains keeping some separation from walkers and runners, and the drop off.

      Wright figured he might stay in town a few days. Visit the museum and art gallery. Sit in the park and read a while.

      In a few months, this might well all be under a foot of snow. The river might be frozen solid. It was nice to visit while the temperatures were still mild, and the rain was holding off.

      He reached a park area and wandered through. The trees had sucked away most of the noise of traffic. Beaton might be small, but people still had places to get to and often seemed to be in a hurry to complete the trip.

      Tall Oregon pines stood in groups. Probably planted. Around them were gardened areas and grassy patches. Farther off, a woman and a dog were playing on a wide village green kind of area. She flung a Frisbee and the dog raced away after it.

      A black Labrador. Those things had so much go. Once it was speeding off, the woman bent, hands on her waist, puffing. She was wearing athletic gear, teal and dark blue, as if she'd been running with the dog, but, unlike it, she was at the end of her energy.

      Wright had once been a cop. Glad to have that life well behind him, but those habits stuck with him. Observing. Watching. Filing details away.

      A younger woman jogged by. Dark glasses and fat headphones, as if she wanted to stay anonymous. She was sweaty and puffing.

      A guy with a briefcase sat on a long park bench near one group of trees. That would suit Wright. Somewhere shady to sit and read a while.

      He had a takeout coffee, and a good book. The park seemed like the perfect place for some peace and quiet.

      Wright nodded as he went by the guy, who seemed nervous. Managed a sudden smile back. He was clutching the briefcase fit to tear off the handle.

      It was a cheap thing. Black with damaged corners. Brass combination locks.

      The guy was wearing camouflage trousers like something you'd get from the army surplus store. He had black sandals and a black tee shirt, with a zip hoodie over top. The hood up.

      Wright kept moving.

      Paths split off in all directions. They curved and swam through the trees. Designed for wandering slow, rather than getting places fast. Exactly as the park should be.

      A woman with a stroller came by. The child bundled up. The woman looked harried and tired, but she had a phone to her ear. Wright navigated around her, found another park bench, under the shade of the pines, and sat.

      It had just gone by midday. Maybe he would read a while, finish his coffee and then consider getting some lunch. He'd passed by a nice enough looking diner a couple of blocks back from the river walk. On a sidewalk chalkboard, the place boasted a waffle stack that was ten high and guaranteed not to topple. With genuine maple syrup.

      Maybe not for him. Not for lunch. He'd be more of a steak with some baked vegetables person. Somewhere he'd heard that there was a place that did an amazing stuffed peppers.

      Wright took a sip from his coffee. He picked up his book, just as three people appeared from different directions.

      Following the winding paths.

      Two in dark suits.

      One in black jeans, a black jacket and a black ball cap.

      The guy with the briefcase, still visible from Wright's position, suddenly sat upright.

      Nervous.

      As if things were about to get bad for him.
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