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      A crystalline morning brought cold sweet rain across the old mountain cabin. Joe Bridger shivered in the narrow hide thirty meters away.

      The cabin looked like it was a hundred years old. Weathered, gray-brown timbers. Plants finding their homes in the cracks on the roof. Window frames out of alignment. Could be none of them opened anymore.

      Still, weather like this, who’d want to open them?

      There were tall pines all around, and they offered some shelter for the cabin’s clearing. The pines hissed in the rain, the icy old snow they’d accumulated beginning to melt and join the influx of water.

      Night was setting.

      Joe consulted his phone. He had it set to IR so that it didn’t shine. His goggles allowed him to view the data. All just simple graphics and text.

      According to the phone, the weather front was going to chew across the state over the next few hours. The rain would only get heavier, which would make his job both easier and harder. Really, all he had to do was wait. See what happened with the cabin.

      There were icicles on the eaves, some more than a foot long. Thick things that had grown through the melt-freeze of the place. It was over eight hundred meters in altitude here. Miles from the nearest real road, and an hour’s hike up the rough 4WD track that had probably been graded once in the last thirty years.

      Bright light issued from the cabin’s left window. The living room. Joe had read through all the data and knew the cabin’s layout. Three downstairs rooms—a poky bedroom, a bathroom and an open area with kitchen, dining and living room—and a loft over the living area, reached via ladder. Maybe a squat man could stand in the middle of the loft, but the ceiling slope made the section little more than a sleeping area.

      Another bright light came from the tip of the cabin’s chimney. Heat from the fire shining through Joe’s IR goggles.

      He was envious of that heat. Lying in wait in this climate was chilling. Even with good thermal gear and the protection of the plastic tarp hide, and the thick foam ground pad, that cold still found paths through to his bones.

      Frustrating, too. She should have been back by now. That was what the data said.

      Felicity Farrell. Ex-CIA. Gone off-grid, living off the land out here in northern Montana. According to the satellite and drone information, she made regular rounds. Checked her traps, gathered some wood, used the outhouse.

      She should have been back by now. He just needed for her to step out onto the cabin’s narrow veranda.

      From the nearby trees came the cries of a bird. Settling for the night perhaps, or maybe something small now the victim of an owl or other predator. About to be dinner.

      There were mountain lions in these parts, and wolves too. Some of the wilds out here really were the wilds.

      What was the appeal for her out here? Someone who’d held a high level position, who’d headed up numerous investigations, who’d lived for years outside of the U.S. borders. She could have had anything. Executive positions with big companies. Could have started her own boutique investigative firm.

      Joe had read her dossier. The woman was smart and slick.

      There had to be a big gap in those details somewhere. Something in her background that had sent her into hiding like this.

      His bosses would know. Not his concern really. His job was just to get in and get it done and get out. Once it was over, it didn’t matter why, just that she was out of the picture.

      Joe shifted his rifle. An older Remington 700. It was practically his hobby to maintain the thing, so it stayed in good working order.

      He had to make sure that he kept his fingers warm and his heartrate steady. It was an easy shot, really, over a short distance, but complacency could lead to errors. He’d nibbled on a tasty blueberry protein bar early, but was still hungry, which helped him to keep his edge.

      A quiet sound from behind. Some critter scampering along, looking for something to eat before this rain got too heavy and cold.

      Then, something against his leg. He started to turn but felt something else pressed into his back. Hard.

      “That’s a Glock 17,” a female voice said. “In case you were wondering. Actually a 17M, very new and in very good working order. No, don’t move. Keep facing ahead. That’s good.”

      Joe cursed. He tensed. Listened for the opportunity.

      “I know who you are, Joe,” she said. “I know that right now you’re figuring how to spin over and relieve me of my weapon. But you’re cold. Your reactions will be slower. And you know that even if you’re real fast, there’s still a better than even chance I’ll get a shot off. It might not go through your spine, but it will tear out a fair chunk of your abdomen.”

      Joe lay where he was. He edged his hand along the rifle.

      “You’re an awful long way from help, Joe,” she said. “It’s late. Your chances are about zero of surviving, even a minor wound. In that area of your body. Maybe if you got shot in your arm or shoulder. But not your abdomen.”

      He should have called Suzy, which seemed a strange thing to run through his head. Should have called her just for a talk. Just to see how she was doing. See if maybe she wanted to go up to the lake in the weekend.

      That would have been nice. Maybe she could have come over for beers and a movie last night. Instead he’d put it off and now he’d never get to talk to her.

      “You know what, Joe?” Felicity said. “I’m actually going to let you live, I think. You’ll have to leave your gear behind. The rifle. And your boots. Then you can march on back to your Jeep at the trailhead. You might want to sleep in it and drive on back come morning. You’ll have to take it slow. I noticed that the vehicle has four slashed tires, which is a pity.”

      Joe swore.

      “I agree,” she said. “Now, I’m letting you live for just one reason. I need you to go talk to the people who hired you. I need for you to tell them that they don’t get to come back. Ever. Got it?”

      Joe stayed silent.

      Felicity sighed, audible even over the growing rain.

      “You’re very competent, Joe Bridger,” she said. “Well trained, though somewhat amoral, which is a pity.”

      “How do you know my name?” he said. “You’re so isolated.”

      “Isolated but not disconnected,” she said. “I keep up. I keep track. It looks like it’s just as well.”

      “You have outside connections.” Joe waited. The longer he waited the better his chance. She didn’t want to kill him. Didn’t have that instinct in her. She wasn’t built like him.

      It didn’t matter that she’d found him here. It mattered what happened next.

      “Of course I do,” she said. “I like the solitude, but I’m no fool.”

      “We’ll find them,” he said. “We’ll track them down.”

      “Who’s we?”

      Joe stayed silent.

      “I see,” she said after a moment.

      Something touched his head. Her hand removed his goggles. A moment later came a quiet smack from the thin icy layer of snow between his hide and the cabin. She’d thrown them out.

      “I’ll never find my way back without those,” he said.

      She didn’t reply. The Glock moved from his back. Joe whipped around, but she was gone. No sign of her at all.

      Did she have IR glasses too? It wasn’t pitch black out, but it was getting pretty near dark.

      She’d vanished.

      Joe grabbed for his rifle.

      Gone.

      From off to his left came a call. “Take off your boots. Throw them after the goggles.”

      “I’m not walking barefoot in the dark down a mountain. In this weather.”

      “That is essentially the alternative. Stay here, but dead, or walk back down. Throw your phone too. And your belt.”

      She was serious. He was going to have walk back to the Jeep in bare feet, holding up his pants by hand.

      Joe sat. He reached for his buckle, slid his hand to the pistol he always carried. It was a little Walther P99. Convenient and reliable.

      “I would keep my hand away from that if I were you,” she called.

      Joe whipped the pistol out. Aimed for where her voice had come from.

      He never got a chance to fire. With the crack of shot, a round from his own rifle went through the fabric of his camo jacket. At his right shoulder. Grazing the skin.

      It stung. He knew the feeling. He’d been grazed before. Afghanistan, before he’d come to his senses and found much better money.

      Except now he’d been shot with his own gun. Was there greater ignominy than that?

      “Put down the pistol,” she said. “Stand up. Take off your boots and your trousers. Start walking back to your Jeep. Tell them to leave me alone.”

      There was no question that she knew how to use the rifle. No question that the next shot would go through his heart.

      Joe stood. He untied his boots and loosened the laces. He stepped out onto the cold ground. Ice crunched around his stocking feet. He took off the belt and dropped it by the boots. Slid off his trousers.

      At least he had more gear in the jeep. A change of clothes.

      Assuming he could find the Jeep.

      “Start walking,” she said. “Never come back. Got it? Not you. Not anyone.”

      “I’ve got it.” Despite the growing dark, he still had a kind of feel for the lay of the land. He would find his way. He might be cold and wet and thoroughly miserable by the time he got to the jeep, but he would get there.

      But what she was saying about never coming back? Nope. He would definitely be back. It might have just been a job, but no one tried to humiliate Joe Bridger and got away with it.

      No one.
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      Scott Wright sat in a sparkling bright Route 66 themed diner in Hyde Corner, a small town outside of Great Falls, Montana. Kind of town you could walk side to side in five minutes and leave behind.

      There were checkered tiles on the walls, and framed pictures of big old Buicks and Oldsmobiles. Models of historic petrol bowsers and the Michelin Man stood on shelves, among gold disks awarded to the likes of Little Richard and Bill Haley.

      The booth tables were all Formica with aluminum trim and the bench seats were upholstered with red vinyl. The waitresses, however, just wore regular everyday clothes—jeans and tee shirts—which kind of took away a little of the nostalgia.

      Wright sat at the counter, on a stool, a plate of the diner’s special big breakfast half eaten in front of him, next to a just-refilled white ceramic coffee cup.

      He picked at the meal, though it was tasty and good. He popped another couple of mushrooms in his mouth and chewed, considering his next move.

      He liked it up this way, especially near the start of winter. Perhaps it would be worth taking a side trip into Canada for a week or two. A year or so back he’d spent a good part of the summer outside of Calgary, variously doing odd jobs on ski field maintenance and trying to sample something from every restaurant in town.

      The diner had about ten booth tables, a couple of free-standing ones on the tiled floor, and a row of stools at the counter. There were only a few other diners. Truckers, mostly. Fueling up before the long haul through North Dakota.

      Perhaps he could just hitch a lift with one of them. See how things were looking in Bismarck and Thomas Jefferson National Park. Might be nice to go there and see the buffalo.

      The diner was set back from the busy road, with some semis parked off to the side. Big windows made for a good view, though Wright was happy enough to face the back wall. Cars pulled into and out of the gas station next door, some of them loud.

      Wright sipped from his coffee and picked some more at the meal. It wasn’t like him to feel at a loose end. Having no actual abode, and no employment, didn’t mean that he didn’t know what to do with himself. Mostly he had a plan.

      The waitress came by. She was in her mid-thirties. She’d already told him she had a couple of kids, that their father had vanished but that her sister in Missoula came by to help a whole lot. One of those people with the natural exuberance to treat customers as a friend. She probably made truckloads of money in tips.

      “Hey, hon’,” she said. “Doing okay with your breakfast there? Somethin’ wrong?”

      “It’s good,” he said. “Just not that hungry right now.”

      “Things on your mind, huh?”

      “You could say that.”

      “Marriage problems?”

      Wright smiled.

      “It’s all right, hon’, you can tell me.” She stared right into him with her bright blue eyes. As if she was trying see her way into his soul.

      The door chimed and a young couple came in, both laughing. They were both in jeans and light jackets. They looked around and headed for a table.

      “I’ve never been married,” Wright said.

      “Ah, you just never met the right one,” the waitress said. “She’ll come along. Or he.”

      “Sure,” Wright said. “I just don’t think I’m the right kind of person for that. Itchy feet, never much good at settling down.”

      “Men!” she said, with a half-squeal. A couple of the truckers looked over, half-interested.

      “You’re all like that,” the waitress said. “Don’t know if you’re ready to settle down. Then you are, but it turns out you aren’t and you go running off with the first piece of tail to flash her cleavage your way. Ain’t it the truth?”

      “I suppose it could be,” he said, taking another sip of the coffee.

      “Every one of you,” she said, in a good-natured way, shaking her finger at Wright and the truckers. “Good for nothing philanderers and layabouts.”

      “That’s the spirit, Sam,” one of the truckers said. “You tell ‘im.”

      Regulars. Small town. That was another part of what he liked about these kinds of places. Everyone knew everyone and they were all pretty friendly about it.

      From the kitchen came the sounds of scraping and sizzling. The succulent smells of fry cooking wafted around the room.

      “Well,” Wright said. “I guess you’ve got me pegged. I should get my check and get on the road. Already feel like I’ve worn out my welcome.”

      Sam the waitress’s face fell. “No, no, I’m sorry.”

      “She was just ridin’ you, son,” one of the truckers said. “Don’t pay no attention.”

      Wright was already on his feet had his wallet out, leafing through the bills. He was flush for the moment, which was a good feeling. A couple of weeks loading lumber at a yard to the south, where they’d taken care of accommodation too. They’d paid well and hadn’t bothered too much with letting Uncle Sam know about the transaction.

      He put a twenty and a five beside his plate. “Keep the change,” he said.

      Sam the waitress grinned at him. “I’ll do that. You come on back anytime.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      “I got a friend I could set you up with. She’s sweet and smart and nice enough looking. She’d be good for a man like you.”

      “Leave him along, will ya’?” the other trucker said.

      “I’m just trying to help people get along in life.”

      “I appreciate it,” Wright said. “And next time I’m through I might take you up on your offer.”

      Through the diner’s windows he saw an SUV heading across from the road. A late model Jeep. Moving slow, through the diner’s parking lot and making for the gas station.

      The Jeep was moving slow on account of flat tires. They burbled and flapped against the tarmac. The rims scraped, making a terrible sound. The driver seemed wild and angry.

      Well, who wouldn’t be with a couple of flats at the same time?
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      Outside the diner, there was a bite to the air. Wright pulled his nylon jacket closer and zipped it up. Before he got on the road, it might be worth a visit to a menswear store to grab a winter coat.

      The Jeep had come to a stop alongside the entry to the gas station’s workshop. Wright saw now that the vehicle actually had four flats. Must have been up on some rough road.

      The driver got out and was wearing no pants, just shirt and a jacket. Not even any shoes. Pretty odd. Maybe things had gotten real bad up there off roading or whatever he’d been up to. There was mud along the side panels of the Jeep.

      Maybe the guy needed help. Maybe he’d been attacked.

      Wright adjusted his small backpack and strolled across. No hurry. Just watching as things progressed.

      The guy at least had boxers on. Better than briefs. His legs were scrawny. He was heading to the workshop office. It was a small town gas station. No big plastic sign on an impossibly tall sign, no flashy convenience store behind the forecourt. Just a few pumps and old faded oil change signs.

      There was kind of an alley that ran between the gas station workshop and the side of the diner. Weedy, with Hurricane wire fences farther along. A few Dumpsters and abandoned cars.

      Wright crossed the rougher alleyway surface. The guy was leaning against the workshop office’s doorframe. He shivered with cold. He looked kind of beat up.

      It was clear that the Jeep’s tires had been slashed. And then driven on an awful long way. Amazing that the vehicle had been able to move at all. The tires were all chewed up.

      There was nothing inside the vehicle at all. Maybe the guy had stolen it. Maybe law enforcement were on their way already.

      “Four tires,” the guy was saying through the door of the workshop. “Yes. All four. Can you do it?”

      Hard to say what the situation was here. A drug deal gone wrong? Some crazed ex-girlfriend getting her own back. Or not crazed at all, just very pragmatic.

      “I don’t care,” the guy said. “I just need to be able to drive it.”

      He waited a moment, listening.

      “All right. I need to get to Western Union to get some money. Yes, I’ll come right back and pay. Once I’ve got some pants. And shoes.”

      Another pause.

      “Deposit? Look, my wallet’s gone. Make the Jeep the deposit.”

      The guy’s shoulders slumped. Defeated. He took a breath and glanced back.

      “What’re you looking at, huh, buster?” he said to Wright.

      The guy had a bright, icy blue eyes. His hair was buzzcut and he had a thin mustache. Couldn’t have been more than thirty, but had an age and a weariness to him beyond those years.

      “Huh?” he said. “You just gonna stare?”

      “Seen some strange things in my travels,” Wright said. “Guy without pants getting out of jalopy with four slashed tires. Well, that just adds to the list.”

      “Mind your business.”

      “Thinking of doing that, for sure.” Wright glanced at the road. A truck meandered by. “I’m going to hitch a lift. But I guess with you is out of the question.”

      The guy just stared, not sure if Wright was making fun of him or was just stupid.

      “Which way are you headed?” Wright said. “I mean, when you do get things set right with the tires here. I’m going west so if you wanted company I—”

      “You’re trying to bait me,” the guy said. “Look at me here. I’ve already had a heck of a day and you’re standing there busting my chops.”

      Wright nodded. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m sorry. I was amused at your expense, but I sure wouldn’t like to be in your situation right now.”

      Wright walked over, taking out his wallet.

      “Which branch were you in?” he said.

      “Branch?” They guy’s eyes flicked to the wallet and back to Wright’s eyes.

      “Marine? Army?”

      “Regular army.”

      “Posted?”

      “Afghanistan.”

      “Nasty times over there, huh?” Wright took two fifties from his wallet and looked around the guy into the workshop office.

      Behind a rough old desk covered in invoices and dockets and empty coffee cups sat a small balding man in his late fifties wearing dark blue overalls. An embroidered patch on his left breast read BRUCE.

      “Pretty nasty,” the guy with no pants said.

      Wright held out the hundred dollars. “That cover the deposit there, Bruce?” he said.

      Bruce stood up and he was even shorter than he’d seemed while sitting down. He came around the desk and took the money. He slipped it into a pocket in the overalls.

      “Four o’clock,” he said. “We’ll have you going again. Retreads and it’ll be four hundred all up.”

      The guy with no pants just nodded. He handed over the keys and stepped back.

      “Four hundred seems steep,” Wright said. “For retreads.”

      “You and your buddy are of course welcome to take your business elsewhere.” The short balding guy actually smiled. He took a breath. “It’s actually a good deal. I’ve still got to make a living here and, well, your new friend doesn’t seem to be in a good situation.”

      “So you take advantage.”

      The guy smiled. “Met his kind before. He’d be the first to take advantage of me.”

      Wright glanced at the guy with no pants. He’d moved back closer to the Jeep.

      “Maybe you’re right,” Wright said. “And maybe not. Sometimes it’s hard to judge character from a moment like that.”

      “Son,” the short balding guy said, “I’ve had a lifetime of judging character from moments like that. Never have I missed once.” He leaned in closer and half-whispered, “You be careful.”

      Wright smiled. “Always.”
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      A grumbling truck pulled off the road and across the gas station’s forecourt. Stopped at the diesel pump. The engine chugged and shut down.

      “That was mighty kind of you,” the guy with no pants said to Wright. “I’ll repay you, of course.”

      Wright shrugged. “Thank you for your service.”

      The guy laughed. “Hardly. I went, I learned to shoot, I got stoned way too much and I didn’t see a day of combat. Spent my whole time on the artillery range and in the mess peeling potatoes.”

      “Figures.”

      “Joe Bridger,” the guy said.

      “Scott Wright. Do you know your way around town?”

      “What’s to know? Six stores, a diner, a gas station and a slaughterhouse on the edge of town.”

      “Western Union?”

      “I’ll go to the post office. Make a call, get the money in I have to report in to my employer anyhow.”

      “Of course.”

      “How can I get the money back to you?” Bridger said. His whole demeanor had changed. Far more friendly and open now. His body had relaxed.

      “I was going to wander up the road,” Wright said. “See if I could find a place to sell me a winter coat. Figure that would be the same place you would visit to get some new pants. I could wait.”

      “Yeah.” Bridger looked in the back of the Jeep. “She took all my stuff before she slashed the tires. I had a couple of changes in there anyway.”

      “Must have been some break up,” Wright said.

      “You could say.”

      The short balding guy had slipped back into workshop office. Through the big workshop door, a car was up on a thick hydraulic jack and a young guy in overalls was shining a light into the underside.

      “Guess we’re walking,” Wright said. “Guess it’s not far.”

      “Two horse town,” Bridger said. “No cabs. No Uber.”

      “I don’t mind walking.” Wright looked at Bridger’s bare feet. They were red around the sides and up the ankles. There were some cuts; blood on the right big toe. Interesting.

      “Ah, don’t mind that,” Bridger said. “I grew up in the desert running around with bare feet.”

      “Then let’s hit the road.”

      Bridger laughed and shook his head and started walking.

      They were near the edge of town, and the main road in had steady traffic. Most of it, likely, was simply heading on north, passing through.

      Wright walked in silence with Bridger for a ways. Bridger set a brisk pace, as if eager to get this done. He winced a couple of times, lifting his bare feet.

      “Where did you serve?” Bridger said

      “Was cop. Just on the beat. Never in the service.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      Bridger eyed him. Suspicion there. Well, that wouldn’t be a surprise. Every moment Wright spent with the man suggested a whole world of things.

      “What happened with the Jeep,” Wright said.

      Bridger didn’t reply.

      The sky was clear and blue. To the west the mountains rose, far off, but somewhat dominating the scene. A jagged line along the horizon. That was Montana for you. Plenty of plains, to the east, but boy those mountains. Filled with invigorating air and peaceful quiet.

      Perhaps that’s what he should do, skip the intrigue with this guy and hitch a ride up there. Find some lodge to hole up in for a week or two or three. After loading lumber for a while, it would be good to take some time out.

      “I had a job,” Bridger said then. “Not strictly legal. Cash job.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You going to run me in?”

      “Been a long time since I was cop.” Wright smiled. This was getting a little more interesting. “Besides, way out of my jurisdiction.”

      Bridger laughed. “I’ve tried to get legitimate jobs, believe me. No one wants me. No one wants a vet who’s not quite stable.”

      “Walking around with no pants or shoes probably not helping with that one, huh?”

      Another laugh. “I’m starting to like you, bub.”

      “PTSD?” Wright said.

      “I wish. That would make things a whole lot easier. I’d be eligible for disability. I’m just plain caught between two worlds. Employability and eligibility.”

      Wright said nothing.

      “So I take the work I can get,” Bridger said. “Look what it gets me.”

      “The work you can get?”

      “I have skills.”

      “I’m sure of it.”

      “I hit a guy once, though. At a real job I had. Wasn’t meant to be more than a tap, but he moved into it. Caught it bad. Landed bad. Got hospital time. That helped with me finding it hard to land jobs, you know.”

      “I hear you.”

      “That kind of thing follows you around.”

      Wright didn’t say anything. The guy’s story was wandering. Inconsistent. Maybe the thing to do would be to just grab a good winter coat and head for the hills. He was good for money for a while. When it got too cold, he could light out south. Maybe land up in Arizona. Plenty of work around Phoenix.

      At least for someone who was willing to just do the work and didn’t go around hitting someone.

      It was easy to picture Bridger, taking offense at some casual comment from a colleague and letting loose with his fists. Hard to know if that was PTSD or just who the guy was.

      They reached an intersection. Some clapboard and asbestos homes with ragged yards. Grassy verges and bare trees. Spruce or elm or something. A place right on the corner that was boarded up, a faded sign over the door advertising fresh flowers.

      A couple of blocks on they came to a set of stores set back from the road. A town this small, it was lucky to have any stores at all.

      A block behind the stores stood a cluster of tall, gray grain silos. The whir of machinery and vehicles came from the place.

      There was a narrow parking precinct between the stores and the road. The sidewalk continued on, with a grass verge.

      “Menswear,” Bridger said, pointing at the store fronts.

      There was a row of cars parked facing into the stores, about every second spot occupied. Faded station wagons and little runabouts and a few pickups.

      The store Bridger had indicated wasn’t just menswear. It was everything. Hardware, clothing, books, farm supplies, kitchenware. The lists on the signs out front went on. Seemed like everything that wasn’t a grocery item could be had, and for a discounted price at that. Over the door a big, faded sign read Harley’s Discount Hardware. No Wal-Mart in town to compete with.

      Spotting a rippling American flag partway along the next block, Wright pointed. “Post office.”

      “Looks like. Meet you back in the store in ten.”

      “Ten minutes?” It seemed a remarkably short time to retrieve cash, even with Western Union.

      “That’s all it’ll take.”

      “You got someone at the other end sitting by the phone, huh?”

      “Something like that. Maybe fifteen.”

      “I’m in no particular hurry.” It didn’t matter about the money. That was always easy come, easy go. And it wasn’t as if Wright was without a backup. Plenty of cash was still coming into his account monthly.

      But there was a principle. He’d helped a guy out and the guy wanted to repay him. It would be rude to refuse.

      Bridger shook Wright’s hand. “Thank you. See you soon.”

      Wright gave him a nod and headed toward the store. At the doorway, he looked after Bridger. The man was running now. Jacket flying up, boxer shorts flashing.

      Wright sighed and headed into the store.
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      The store was well-laid out and the shelves and racks were filled with clean and new items. Toaster ovens here with the blenders, new and used books there with the stationery and cleaning products. On the counter there was even a Wega coffee machine, with a handwritten price list for several different kinds. No mention of soy or almond. Much too far from a big city, really.

      “Help you?” a young woman said from the counter. It was long block, with a glass top and front. The coffee machine was at one end and the register at the other.

      There were a few other customers. An older couple examining the televisions, a guy in overalls looking at power tools.

      “Just wanted to get a winter coat,” Wright said to the woman. “It’s getting cooler.”

      “Yes it is.” She smiled. Maybe twenty or twenty three. Wearing a fur-lined hood and a black tee shirt. She had a phone in her hand and had been busy tapping and swiping at the display. Now she focused on Wright.

      “Where would I find them?” he said.

      “Third aisle,” she said. “What are you? Six five, six six?”

      “Something like that.”

      “We don’t have a Tall and Large section.”

      “I’ll do fine.” He headed off where she’d indicated. It didn’t take him a moment to pick out a coat—a black, thick woolen thing, with a stiff collar and deep pockets. It came down to below his knees.

      At the counter the woman charged him $79.99 plus tax. Wright gave her two of his fifties. He looked through the windows. No sign of Bridger. It hadn’t been more than ten minutes yet.

      To the woman, Wright said, “I could use a coffee. Black.”

      “I can do that,” she said. “$2.99.”

      Wright handed her back some of his change.

      “Take me a couple of minutes,” she said. “Grab a seat if you like.”

      By the windows, tucked in near some aluminum ladders, there were two small tables with chairs. The folding kind, made from painted wood. They would look right at home on someone’s front veranda. There were even prices on them. Discounted.

      Wright sat where he could see up along the road toward the Post Office. No sign of Bridger.

      Well, there was no hurry. He stood and wandered to the book section. He found a paperback by Bradley Patterson. Something about the theft of a nuclear submarine. It would keep him occupied for a couple of hours at least. He paid at the counter and sat back at the table.

      No sign of Bridger.

      Well. No hurry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Bridger stood at the door to the Post Office. Standard kind of place, really. Flat, blank concrete walls. Higher than a regular one story building, with mown grass around the parking lot. A few cars there. Regular moms and pops coming in to ship packages to aunts halfway across the country.

      Nothing to worry about.

      Nearby a crow cawed. Probably complaining about the cold too. It was up in one of the big pines that stood near the corners of the building. The bird opened its black wings and dropped to the tarmac of the parking lot. With a few hops, the crow looked at the ground and pecked at something there.

      “You hungry too, buddy?” Bridger said. The crow ignored him.

      Bridger’s anger was starting to burn away. Now that he was at the face of it. At the face of having to confess that he’d failed at his job. He could leave out the humiliation.

      Just ask for another shot at it. Simple as that.

      He drew a deep breath. The air was cool and crisp. At least it wasn’t as freezing cold as it had been back up at her cabin. Amazing he hadn’t gotten frostbite.

      His feet stung. He’d walked for miles. Lucky he hadn’t needed medical attention.

      Couldn’t believe that she’d taken everything out of his car. Ammo, guns, all his camping gear, all his supplies, clothing, radio and other comms gear. She’d left the GPS, but that had only been useful in finding his way to the nearest town.

      One of the glass doors in the middle of the Post Office’s big facade opened and a woman in jogging clothes stepped quickly out. She glanced his way, not even seeing him, and hurried on to one of the little cars.

      Felicity Farrell had taken all his cash. As if she was short. Not only that, but she’d taken his ID too. He was anonymous, which was going to make collecting cash a little trickier.

      Well, no sense in putting it off.

      He strode across the parking lot. Opened the door and looked around. A pleasantly warm curtain of air washed over him, coming from a slot vent right above the door. The heat tingled into him, reminding him of his missing pants and boots.

      The place had a familiar layout; cluttered counters with one person serving, a few more behind doing whatever it was happened in back of a Post Office. Sorting mail and keeping ledgers up to date.

      A long bench in the middle with hundreds of forms, posting boxes and tubes, signs about what you could and couldn’t do.

      A board with FBI wanted pages. Faces so small you’d never recognize any of them.

      Two people in the line, one at the counter. The hum and bustle hanging in the air. It smelled of paper and glue, which was oddly homey. Almost relaxing.

      In the corner was a public phone booth. Like a cupboard with a window. It seemed like a throwback to a time when people actually left home and needed to make a call, before everyone effectively had a phone booth in their pocket.

      He made his way inside and dialed the number.

      It rang once.

      “Hello?” the contact said.

      “I’ve got a problem,” Bridger said.

      “We noticed.”
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      Wright was forty pages into the book—just at the point where the submarine captain shot the lead terrorist and the boat’s bridge became a bloody hail of bullets—when he saw Bridger walking slowly back along the road.

      The man seemed dejected. Walking slumped and slowly.

      Maybe things hadn’t gone so well at Western Union. Well, there were always ways to figure things out. It would be overly generous, but maybe Wright could pay for the guy’s tires in exchange for a lift to Bismarck. Assuming that wasn’t too far out of Bridger’s way.

      Wright smiled. Bismarck was out of everyone’s way. A joke he’d heard once, in South Dakota. The Dakotans did like to rib each other.

      He finished up the coffee—his second while waiting—and stood, folding the corner of the book’s page down to mark his place. Take that Mr Lewis. The old school librarian who’d been so strict about looking after books. Even cheap paperbacks.

      Wright met Bridger at the door.

      “You’re here,” Bridger said. He seemed worn out. No surprise, walking around in the cold in bare feet.

      “Well, you do owe me a hundred bucks.”

      “Yes I do.” Bridger reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a stack of bills held together with a rubber band.

      Hundreds. Maybe twenty of them.

      Wright didn’t comment.

      Bridger peeled off one and handed it over. “I appreciate your help. Thank you.”

      Bridger left Wright and headed deeper into the store. On a beeline, as if he knew exactly where pants and shoes were without even having to look.

      Wright put the bill into his wallet. He smiled to himself. Sometimes people surprised him.

      He tucked his wallet into his back pocket and headed for the door. He nodded and waved a thanks to the young woman at the counter and pushed his way back out into the cold. Right away he knew that the coat had been a good investment. It was cozy and held him firmly.

      Adjusting his backpack, he headed to the curb, looking to hitch a ride west. Why not? That idea of a lodge surrounded by snow had a lot of appeal. Why would anyone go to Bismarck?

      He stood, thumb out. The road led north out of town. He’d probably have to head on north of Glacier National Park. Maybe even into Canada. Right now he had a valid passport, so crossing over was academic.

      A dark blue pickup sped on by, ignoring him. Soon after came a little sedan, filled with a family. The woman driving waved and mouthed sorry. Wright waved back.

      A few more cars. A semi. A couple of Harleys.

      Some days hitching went like this. Some days you barely had your thumb out before someone stopped. Others, you waited and waited and got nothing. Ended up having to find a cheap motel as the sun set.

      No issues. No hurry.

      There was a gap in traffic for a while. Wright glanced back and saw Bridger in the store, just beyond the windows’ reflection. He was at the counter, paying.

      Lucky he’d gotten the money. Now he’d be able to get back to the workshop and pick up his Jeep. It had worked out for him somehow.

      That was good.

      A pickup slowed and pulled close to the curb for Wright.

      Not far behind it came a black muscle car. A Charger? It was moving quick and didn’t slow as it turned for the curb at the row of stores.

      The passenger door on the pickup swung open. “Hey, man,” the driver said. A man in fifties, gray goatee and a friendly smile. “Where’re you headed?”

      Wright watched the Charger.

      Bridger stepped through the hardware store’s door. He’d spent up. Wearing jeans and a denim jacket. New cowboy boots. Carrying a bag too.

      The Charger’s brakes slammed on. The tires squealed. The car came to a sudden stop.

      The driver leapt out.

      Bridger stopped. His face fell.

      “Hey, fella?” the driver of the pickup that had stopped shouted through the passenger window.

      Wright ignored him.

      The Charger’s driver leveled a gun at Bridger. A long barreled revolver.

      He fired.

      Bridger’s chest exploded.
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      A crow swooped low over the row of stores.

      Behind Wright, the pickup’s tires squealed. Its door slammed shut as the vehicle peeled away along the road.

      The Charger was already on the move. The driver leaning back. Both hands on the wheel.

      The tires came close to spinning. The back end came close to fishtailing. But he kept it under control. Swept away behind the parked cars.

      Bounded out on to the road. Ahead of the pickup which would have been Wright’s ride out of town.

      In moments, the Charger was gone. The roar of its engine lingered in the air, holding long after the vehicle had vanished, the sound gradually diminishing.

      Wright ran across the lot. Darted between cars. Slowed at the sidewalk right in front of the stores.

      Bridger lay there. Splashes of blood all around him. His shirt was blackened with his. Likewise his new trousers. His boots.

      His head was tilted to the side and his mouth hung open. The young woman from the store stood staring, ashen, mouth agape too.

      “He just shot him,” she said, voice a squeak.

      “Yeah.”

      “I’ll... I’ll call and ambulance. They gotta come from Conroy, so it’ll take a while.”

      ‘That’s all right.”

      An ambulance wasn’t going to make an ounce of difference at this juncture. Wright could practically see the sidewalk through the hole in Bridger’s chest.

      Expert shooter. Hefty handgun. Kind of thing with the power to stop a truck. Aiming didn’t matter so much with something like that. So long as you were vaguely center mass, you were going bring a guy down.

      The young woman had the phone to her ear. She said, “Ambulance,” then, “Hurry.”

      Wright almost smiled. As if there would be a time when an ambulance wouldn’t need to hurry.

      From the distance came the sound of a siren. Local sheriff or cop. Already alerted and probably just happened to be in the area.

      Wright stood and waited. He was a witness now. That meant staying on. Maybe staying the night.

      That meant questions about his domicile and his income. Questions about the coincidence of a drifter being right there at the time of a murder.

      Not a murder. An assassination.

      It had been clinical and fast. Something that the driver had practiced. Driving the car. Stopping. Getting out. Shooting.

      Some back lot somewhere. Out in the middle of nowhere. A bankrupt factory or plant with its own wide parking lot.

      Doing it over and over again. With manikins.

      Expert. Professional.

      The question was, what had Bridger done to warrant a response like that?

      Slashed tires on his Jeep. No cash. Nothing inside the vehicle. Missing his trousers and boots.

      Wright moved around Bridger’s feet and went to wait inside the store. It was warmer.

      “What are you doing?” the young woman said. “Can’t you help him?”

      People from the other stores, customers and workers alike, had come out to the sidewalk to stare too.

      “No one can help him now,” wright said.

      “But he was your friend. He gave you money.”

      “He owed me the money, but we weren’t friends. I was just trying to help him out.”

      The young woman said nothing.

      “Come on,” Wright said. “Come make me a coffee. That’ll take your mind off it.”

      “We can’t just leave him here like this.”

      The sound of the sirens was growing louder

      “It’s a crime scene now. We can’t touch it.”

      Wright went by her into the store.
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