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The night wind had a strange scent of pine and eucalyptus trees and something sharp. The moon was still back in the east somewhere, shining for other people. The Milky Way showed through the thin cloud cover like sparks through silk. Beau felt the chill of the high plains night on his cheeks and the backs of his hands. The shotgun was a heavy bar of cold iron.…

As he leaned into the driver’s side door to shut off the lights, the muscles of his back and shoulder blades coiled up and grew cold. He was listening so hard, he could hear his own blood in his ears, listening for that snap and the thrum of a shaft coming in from the dark. It struck him then that this was a very old experience in this territory—a man alone in the dark, waiting for an arrow to come whistling in from somewhere beyond the light.…

from Lizardskin

———————————


“Lizardskin is thrilling, authentic … a work of art.”

—The Flint Journal




“A bronco of a thriller.”
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“An excellent and exciting novel that is a cross between a police procedural and a conspiracy thriller.”

—The Toronto Star




“The plot is tight, the setting superb, and the characters well developed … it’s terrific.”
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A Note on the Details …

I’ve walked a narrow track through this book, trying to balance the requirements of fiction with my affection for hard facts. Those Montana residents lucky enough to live around Billings and Hardin and the Crow lands will know that Pompeys Pillar is rather less than I’ve described, Hardin rather more, and the valley of Arrow Creek considerably changed. I hope they’ll understand I made these changes with care and out of a writer’s necessity. To my cousin Michael Spence, whose love for the West sparked this story two years ago, I offer my affectionate gratitude.

And for those Lakota, Crow, and Cheyenne people who may read this book, and see the names of great men and women from their histories, and see those names carried into this age by some of my fictional characters, I want them to know it was done as a kind of remembrance, with the hope that their names might be spoken again by those who loved them, among their own peoples, and, with respect, among those people who are not of the First Nations but who, when the day is slipping away and a soft amber light is on the land, sometimes go to their windows and look out across the hills and the coulees and think about how much that was fine and true has passed away under the sweetgrass.

Beyond these caveats, and always remembering how much I owe to my editor, Beverly Lewis, the book is mine and I stand or fall on what I have written.




God made the universe
out of nothing …




and if you look real close,
you can tell.




—11 Bravo Helmet, I Corps, RVN




From the high hill of my old age,
I look back on the ways I have taken,
and the rivers I have crossed,
and the broad valleys under the mountains,
and the people who once walked there,
the voices and names of my youth,
all gone now, and the hoop broken,
and I say that it was enough
that I lived to walk in these places,
and come to the high hill at last,
and see cloud-shadows on the peaks
and the light that is in the world.




—Blue Coat’s song






Prologue

Sunrise–June 7–Hardin, Montana

When the light outside her window turned the color of milk and blood, Mary Littlebasket closed her eyes and pulled at the intravenous line. It came away from her vein like a snake letting go, a skin-pop sound, and then a small blossom of her blood rose out of the brown skin on the back of her hand. From the glittering tip of the needle, drops of clear liquid swelled and fell onto the wrinkled pink hospital linen. She closed her eyes again and for a long moment thought about putting her head back on the hard pillow and trying once again to drive her soul from her body by singing the leaving song. But there was no belief inside her to give the song power. She let out a long trembling breath through her taut lips, paused at the edge of this moment to summon her intentions, then rolled to her left, feeling the stitches in her belly as they tugged at her like hooks.

Now she was on her feet. The room reeled, and a soft white cloud seemed to fill her head, dimming the pooled yellow light from the lamp over her bed. She steadied herself on the bedside table, seeing her hand and her bruised arm as if from a distance, oddly distorted and elongated.

She found her clothes in a brown paper bag; her flower-print dress and the sandals and the blue ribbon that Charlie Tallbull had tied in her hair when the ambulance came to take her to town.

Mary Littlebasket dressed herself, trying not to be frightened at the incision that violated her belly and the bandages that girdled her body.

She stepped into the bathroom and turned on the shower. Pausing at the mirror, she stared at her reflection, at the ochre tint in her cheeks and the coal-fire light in her brown eyes, at the wild aurora of blue-black hair and her blunt strong face. Taking a tube of lipstick—Tahiti Dawn—she inscribed a sign on the chilly glass, doing it slowly and carefully, out of respect for the gesture, perhaps for her parents and her relatives if they should ever hear of it, but it still seemed a slight thing, as futile as a rabbit’s shriek.

Finishing, she came out again and closed the bathroom door. Perhaps they would be pleased that the stupid Crow girl had finally decided to take a shower.

Out in the hall she heard the nurses talking at their station, bright brittle chatter and one voice carrying above it. They were changing the shift, each one describing her patient load and how they had passed the night. It would take them a half-hour, and then they’d spread out through the ward, full of cold comfort and metallic efficiency, like the sisters at the Mission St. Labre. Mary shook the memory out and stood awhile at the door, trying to transcend the white fog and the pain in her belly. She stepped out into the hall, turned to the right, and pushed her way through the doorway into the nursery, the heavy door closing behind her with a hissing reptilian slither.

The hallway was empty. Through the plate-glass window she could see the plastic shells where they kept the babies. There was no one in the room. The attendant must be at the shift meeting. She came into the room and went over to the one where her baby slept. She stood over the alien machine, watching him draw in his breath and let it out, a small brown monkey-creature bound up in a web of tubes and needles and monitors.

The monitors.

If she pulled at the wires, surely a bell—an alarm—would ring at the nurses’ station. She studied the machine for a while, then she reached out and flipped a red switch on the panel. The tiny green screen went dark, but there was no change in the baby’s breathing. With her breath held and her heart pounding in her ribcage, she forced herself to look at the baby’s face, at the—wrongness—of the features, the flat misshapen skull and the eyes that seemed to be sewn shut. Yet there was breath and a heartbeat. He was alive. Surely this was a kind of life.

She took the covering off him and carefully disconnected the monitors. She lifted him—so light! so delicate—yet warm, and breathing; he radiated a perfect sweet stillness, calm as a pool under a gliding moon. His body was hot and dry, and she covered him with a blue blanket, wrapping it around him, pulling him to her aching breasts; turning now, leaving, she glided, wraithlike, a sweep of cotton flowers and the whisper of sandaled feet on the polished floors. She passed away down the long hall, her blue-black hair shining with yellow lights as she moved into and out of the glow of the overhead lamps toward the glowing green sign that said EXIT.

Holding the child in her right arm, she leaned into the door and popped it open. A warm wind coiled inside around the door, smelling of dry stone and dust and baking asphalt.

In the security office on the second floor, a red light began to blink on a control panel showing a floor plan of the clinic. The guard put down his copy of USA Today and leaned forward in his chair, his leather creaking, the Ruger digging into his waist, hesitating, his right hand poised over a phone set.

Mary Littlebasket went through the door and closed it with her back, feeling the lock set again. She was in a parking lot, newly painted white lines intense against the sticky surface. The air was warm and harsh against her cheek as she ran across it toward the street. Past the tiny brick homes and the stunted cottonwoods at the edge of the schoolyard, she could see the low weathered hills of the Arapooish, the grasses still soft and blue-green in the dying June days.

The Changing Grass Moon, she thought, going out across the schoolyard, looking for the pickup truck, listening for a motor.

The guard stared at the blinking red light for another thirty seconds. Sighing, he tapped the panel twice, hard. When the light did not go off, he picked up the telephone, spoke into it for a few seconds, then he pushed himself up out of his oak swivel chair and adjusted his belt. He sighed again, theatrically, for his own pleasure, put on his cap, setting it just right in the reflection of the office window, and stepped out into the stairway. He was halfway down the stairs when he met a nurse coming up around the flight, her face hard and white.

Charlie Tallbull was slouching low in the driver’.s seat of his Ford pickup, a straw cowboy hat pushed back away from his seamed and craggy face, his big scarred hands crossed on his wide belly. He saw Mary Littlebasket crossing the dried grass of the schoolyard, a flutter of flowered cotton and black hair and a small blue burden in her arms. He started the engine of the pickup and eased it out into the side street.

Dell Greer and Moses Harper were sitting in their Big Horn County cruisers a couple of miles away up the Whitman Coulee toward Lizardskin, parked driver-to-driver, drinking coffee laced with Bailey’s Irish Cream out of Styrofoam cups.

Greer had a part-time cattle operation that he and his wife were trying to run up in the Bulls. He and Harper looked a lot alike, thick-bodied, late twenties, both blond and crew cut, as nicely matched as artillery shells. Harper was a little older than Greer, and maybe a little slower to get angry. They were arguing the relative merits of Black Angus and Aberdeen when the dispatcher came on the radio and told them there was a break-in alarm at the Julia Dwight Clinic.

Moses Harper took the call, and the morning being slow and the hours heavy, Dell Greer decided to follow along. They turned south onto the Lizardskin road, a couple of brown and tan cruisers with the gold crest of Big Horn County on their doors. Accelerating, they cleared the rise and saw Hardin in the flats, a collection of red-brick and wood-frame houses under twisted cottonwoods, hazy in the growing heat. Behind them a tail of yellow dust rose into the changing sky, burning amber in the hard light of the rising sun.

It was thirteen minutes after five, on a warming June day. A high-pressure area centered in Coeur d’Alene had spread itself out over central Montana, driving the thunderheads north into Alberta and Saskatchewan and east into the flatlands of the Dakotas. The air was muted and gauzy, softening the edges of the rolling green hills and the spires and peaks of the Bighorn range into a wash of glowing blues, rich deep browns, wide bands of ochre, russet, and sage, the dusty blue of high pines, and the sudden bright arc of copper and black granite. A few miles north and west, the smoke and fumes from the Cenex refinery were drifting westward down the Yellowstone Valley between the Rimrock and the southern bluffs, settling down over the skyline and the railheads and the shipping yards of Billings like a dirty brown blanket. But here along the Bighorn the air was as bright and clear as the edge of a straight razor.

Except for the small shape of Mary Littlebasket running across the drying grasses of the empty schoolyard, and the rust-red pickup moving toward her along a side street, and a few blocks to the north near the I-90, the two Big Horn cruisers rolling into the little town, Hardin was soundless in sleep and dreams.

The security guard was a forty-nine-year-old man named Bill Haugge, three years divorced from a check-out clerk named Violet who had stapled weekly summaries of his serial shortcomings to his forehead for eleven years before he finally left their house in Billings and took this job at the Julia Dwight Clinic. Haugge was emphysemic and overweight and he drank too much, but he had good eyes and he saw Mary Littlebasket right away, running through the cottonwoods. At the same time he saw Charlie Tallbull’s old pickup come around the corner, and he remembered the nurse saying that a baby had been taken, and he knew right away that there was no way that Fat Bill Haugge was going to catch her in a footrace. So he tugged out his Ruger—first time he’d had it out of the holster since he’d passed the Highway Patrol Firearms Certification Test in Laurel two years ago—and he raised it above his right shoulder, muzzle skyward, and squeezed one off.

The muzzle blast blew his right eardrum in and knocked him sideways into the iron handrail to the left of the stairs, where he hit his head—hard—on the spur of it, and his Ruger fell out of his hands and clattered down the concrete stairs to the pavement. The deep booming sound of the blast carried over the rooftops of Hardin in the dense warm air, and Dell Greer got on the horn with a shots-fired signal as they both accelerated.

The muzzle blast woke up every crow on the roof of the clinic. They exploded into the air, a black shout of crows shooting skyward. The concussive wave that traveled out across the schoolyard shook several hundred bats out of the cottonwood branches—they flew upward in a fluttering mass of leathery brown wings. Mary Littlebasket felt it as a puff of breath on the small of her back, and her heart flew upward in her chest until it slammed into the back of her throat and she was flying, flying, across the dry grass toward Charlie Tallbull, where he was pulling the pickup to a stop. The passenger door was now wide open—she could see him leaning forward at the wheel, a big old mahogany bull of a man in faded jeans and a straw hat, waving her on, and she was just slipping into the cab of the truck, her baby tight to her chest, when the two Big Horn cruisers came around the corner, flat-out and sliding a bit in the gritty ochre dust that covered Hardin in the summer. Moses Harper went for the pickup, and Dell Greer peeled off to check out the alarm call at the Dwight Clinic.

Charlie Tallbull slammed his accelerator down and cut the truck hard right onto the access road for I-90 and then hard right again, seeing the eerie geometry of the interstate and the infinity of the hills all around him and the smoky blue peaks of the Bull range far away at the vanishing point of the endless curving road. He powered up the ramp, and then he was running the YIELD sign and blue smoke was pouring out of the pickup’s tailpipe, and Moses Harper was getting blue smoke and raw carbon monoxide in his face as he pushed the cruiser right up the man’s tailgate.

Dell Greer slid his cruiser to a stop and ran across the parking lot to the clinic stairs, where Bill Haugge was just now sitting up with blood running from his right ear and his left temple. A small nosebleed stained his uniform shirt.

Moses Harper heard Dell’s voice on the radio saying that a man had been shot at the Dwight Clinic and that 229 was in pursuit of a brown—Moses was thinking it wasn’t really brown, it was more of a red-rust color—1974 Ford pickup—Dell was really pretty good at identifying running vehicles. He was about to cut in with the license number—it was red and white, a South Dakota plate—victor alpha niner seven four—in fact, he was reaching down—now isn’t that—hell, that’s Charlie Tallbull’s truck—why the hell is—looking down for the handset—shouldn’t have done that—so when he looked up again, all he really saw was a massive blur of chrome and blue paint as a Kenworth eighteen-wheeler came over the hilltop, and then Moses saw Charlie Tallbull’s pickup dive—the tail-lights suddenly bright red—and then the blue Kenworth sounded its horn and that was all Moses could hear—that tremendous buffeting blast—he hit his own brakes and pulled hard to the right as the Kenworth skimmed his door, huge wheels spinning at his shoulder, a wall of sound and iron and smoke and it caught—met—butted the rusted pickup.

Broken glass flared in the sunlight like a spray of water.

Folding, the pickup bounced away, the Kenworth climbing up and over it. The pickup rolled over, a shimmer of sun on the black greasy underbelly as it rolled, and the Kenworth kept riding up on top of it. There were sparks now, as the cab of the pickup was driven into the road, the metal grinding away on the stones and gravel at the side of the highway. Moses got his cruiser stopped and sat there, maybe fifty yards back now—a ringside seat—as the Kenworth rode the pickup down the side slope and settled onto it like a cast-iron avalanche, and then the dust cloud rose up, billowed, spread, settled back down over the scene, shading it and softening it, tinting it amber and sepia so that it seemed to Moses that he was watching something through stained glass, something that took place a long time ago.

At the Julia Dwight Clinic, Dell Greer got Bill Haugge some help, and after a while he got enough out of the distraught nurses to figure out that Mary Littlebasket had simply taken her own child out of the hospital and that what had happened here this morning could very well turn out to be the kind of career-blasting, sixteen-ton, great-bellowing-balls-to-the-wall fuckup that would pass into Big Horn County legend and make for interesting sunsets in eastern Montana for years to come. Dell Greer went up the back stairs to Mary Littlebasket’s room and stood in the doorway, thinking about it all, listening to Moses Harper’s voice on his portable radio trying to sound in control, Harper calling in Fire and Rain and the ambulances. The bed still showed the impress of her body. A pair of paper slippers sat neatly in the near corner. A damp handkerchief lay twisted beside a Bible on the bedside table. Greer went into the bathroom and saw Mary Littlebasket’s sign in lipstick on the dripping mirror.
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It meant nothing to him.

Well, whatever had happened here, it looked like it was still happening. As he turned to leave, he looked down and saw a ribbon on the floor. Cornflower blue, grosgrain, it must have fallen from her hair. He left it there. It all belonged to the detectives now. He was just Patrol. The state boys would have to unravel all this. When it was over, maybe someone would tell him what it all meant.


1

1600 Hours–June 14–Pompeys Pillar, Montana

Engine racing, rear wheels spinning in the dry wash, McAllister’s patrol car butted through a windbreak of gorse and dry sage. He hit the brakes. He was right at the crest of Bull Peak, and fifty square miles of Yellowstone County stretched away south and west, a watercolor wash of greens and blue-gray, ochre and amber and copper fading out along the distant horizon where the last of the spring snow on the roof of the Beartooth range glimmered pink and silver in the waning sunlight. It would have been a sight to raise a man’s heart if it weren’t for the little corpses scattered all around.

To the right of the cruiser, like a deep cut in old green hide, a massive crater scarred the slope. New earth and cracked rock covered the prairie grass. Prairie dog corpses were scattered around like pillows in a cathouse. Some of the bodies were about to pop. It looked like a tailgate party for crows and coyotes.

He powered down the window. The midafternoon heat moved across his face and down into the cool of the car.

Even McAllister could read this kind of trail sign in the roadway. The little tiptoed skitter of the coyotes. Those crisscrossing hatchwork trails under the coyote sign would be the crows. Shiny blue-black, as big as dogs. Waddling back and forth between the bodies like lawyers at a nine-car pileup.

And this track here … he leaned out the window to follow it. A kind of shallow trench with hills of yellow dust looking a little like waves. Fresh, since the wind up here in the hills was always pretty good. And big … a full-bore male.

So he’d be … close. Good to know how close. Not that McAllister was getting out of the patrol car. But it was an interesting problem. It was always good to know who was where. He shut down the engine and opened all the windows. The car needed an airing anyway. He tugged his garrison belt off and dumped it in a pile on the passenger seat, the Browning on top.

It would have been Walker’s crew. They were working up this slope, trying to cut a roadway through the crest over to Musselshell. God knew what for. The best thing about Musselshell was there were two ways to get out of it.

Walker must have hit bedrock here. No county bulldozer could have done this. McAllister had never been on a battlefield, not a fresh one anyway, but this was what he thought it would look like. Bodies all over the place. New earth ripped up in heaps and piles. New white stones that hadn’t seen the sun for a half a million years. Wind in the grasses—he looked up at the skyline, and as usual it hit him that this was possibly the finest work God had ever done, this fifty square miles of Yellowstone County, sea green and rolling from the massed blue line of the Big Horn Mountains in the south all the way west to the Beartooth range. Most of it as full of little murders as this ridge.

When Walker’s charge went off, it had blown away a section of this hillside up here to his right. It had opened up a prairie dog town and spread it down the grassy slope. Most of them had died right then. The rest, those who could, had split for a better neighborhood. But since it was June in Montana, everything that had lived through the winter was breeding furiously. There were some mothers with litters around, trying to get whatever was left of their broods into a safe place.

What had looked to McAllister like a pile of pebbles in the roadway was now sitting up and looking around. One large gray-brown prairie dog. The mama. And one—kit? pup?—at her forelegs.

And another about a yard away.

So where was the rattlesnake?

There he was—where the waving track went into a low screen of sagebrush. He must have been making his run when McAllister came up the hill and scared everybody. A big old son of a bitch from the look of him, a dirty-brown loop of thick rope with a pattern along his spine. A diamondback maybe, although the purple shadow made it hard to tell. He might go six feet, judging by how thick he was, coiled up there. Under the sage, Scratch was perfectly still, except for his tongue. Now and then, McAllister could see it flutter out and back. Scratch was tasting the air, tasting the oil and gas smell of McAllister’s cruiser. Calculating the odds and the distances.

McAllister glanced down at his Browning, trying to work out his position in this thing. Knowing he didn’t really have a position in whatever happened next.

The mama-dog was up now on her back legs, looking sideways at McAllister. She couldn’t smell him in the car. Her tail flicked and trembled, and the pup at her feet started to move. McAllister could hear it making a little beeping sound.

That was enough for Scratch. He started to slide out of the shadow, like a wave curling across a pond.

McAllister picked up the Browning and thumbed back the hammer.

This was silly—he’d shot more prairie dogs than this snake could eat in three lifetimes. Why was he getting involved now?

Was it because of the two babies? He had babies. Well, not babies. Girls. One grown now, twenty-two and somewhere down in Wyoming at an archaeological dig. And Bobby Lee, six this very day, waiting for him at what used to be his house and was now generally known as the Bitch’s Bungalow.

No turning back now. Scratch was committed. He’d get to within a lunge of the prairie dog, and suddenly he’d be on them. You’d never see the move. There’d just be a snake with a dead prairie dog in his jaws. Mama was still thinking about McAllister’s cruiser. She was not paying enough attention to what was going on around her.

Cold little brown eyes on her. She reminded him of Maureen, which reminded him about his date—no, appointment was more like it. His appointment with Maureen to pick up Bobby Lee at six tonight. It was four now, and he still had to get the car into the station house, shower and change, wrap the present.

Maureen did not like it when you were late. That was your problem, Beau. You were always late. That isn’t nice, Beau. So don’t be late, Beau. Thinking on that, he reached down and turned off his radio. What could happen this late on a slow Friday?

Well … just about anything, but they could get into it without any more help from Beau McAllister. He’d pulled his weight long enough to get some slack.

He watched the snake sliding through the grasses, in and out of the sunlight. It was interesting to watch. You could pick a portion of that body and focus on it, and it would be as if that part didn’t move. The pattern there would compress, and the rest of the snake would just flow through that section. It was like watching the light bulbs on the roof of the Cineplex in Billings. You watched the bulbs and you missed the pattern, or you watched the pattern and the bulbs seemed to move.

Scratch was picking up a little speed here. Jesus, these things could really cover the ground. McAllister moved the Browning across his chest and lined the sights up on Scratch’s head, tracking it as it made that little sideways move, back and forth, the tongue out and flickering. A few yards away, a soon-to-be-ex-prairie-dog mama continued profoundly misunderstanding her situation. Come on, Mom!

Then she seemed to vibrate for a half-second—a flicker and a spurt of dust and she was—gone. A rustle in the grass at the far side of the road. A flash of gray tail. Leaving the kids in the roadway.

Christ, what a cold-assed bitch!

So much for motherhood.

And here comes Scratch, making his run at the half-blind pups in his path. McAllister tightened his grip and began to pull. He had maybe a couple of seconds.

beep beep beep

Christ! He’d forgotten to shut off his beeper. God-damn all beepers! Somebody was trying to get him and knew his radio was off. He flicked the switch to his radio and picked up the handset just as Scratch got to the first pup.

“Five eleven.”

Man. Just like that. A cocktail sausage.

“Beau! Where the hell are you?”

In the background of the transmission, McAllister could hear the tone-beep of the emergency system. Armed robbery, or a gun run. Nice timing, Beau.

“Up on Elbow Hill, a coupla miles, Eustace. What’s up?”

“Well, if it’s not an imposition, maybe you might get yourself down to Joe Bell’s place. He’s got a robbery in progress, wants to know if we feel like helping out.”

McAllister started up the cruiser, not soon enough to distract Scratch from the next pup down the road.

“Why me? That’s a County call. Get the Yellowstone guys onto it. Get the Big Horn guys. Get anybody but me.”

“Bell’s place is on the interstate, last time I looked. That’s us. Quit jerking me around, Beau.”

“Any guns?”

“One thing for sure—Bell’s got one.”

By now, McAllister had the white Ford LTD rocking down the dirt road toward Pompeys Pillar.

“He tell you that?”

“He didn’t have to—I heard him doing it. Ronny’s on the way. And Rita. The rest of the guys are all over the County.”

Shit, thought McAllister. Never answer the phone on a Friday afternoon.

Joe Bell was a retired railroad man who ran Bell’s Oasis, a huge truck stop and Shell gas station on I-94, at the east end of Pompeys Pillar. Bell’s Oasis was the major business of Pompeys Pillar. Joe Bell was a big bald cracker with his hand in all sorts of pockets around Yellowstone County. Like everybody in Montana, Bell had a do-it-yourself attitude about law enforcement, and he seemed to be doing it himself right now. McAllister had the Ford shuddering over a washboard track as the radio popped and snarled with chatter.

“Four nine nine, come on?”

“Yes, Sergeant?”

“Where’re you, Rita?”

“I’m behind an RV, ’bout a mile out. No—wait—shit!”

“Rita? Rita?”

“I’m fine—I just took him on the shoulder there.”

McAllister could hear the siren in the background as she talked. Rita was new and very intense.

Eustace Meagher was back on the air. “Rita, cut the chatter. Beau, you there?”

“I’m here, Eustace.”

“It looks like Joe’s out there by the pumps, shooting the buttons off everything.”

Christ.

“By the pumps?”

“Yeah—I called Fire and Rain. ETA is ten minutes.”

“I’m just about there.”

“Sergeant?”

“Rita?”

“Yeah—I can see it now. You want me to wait for you?”

“You block the east end. Where the hell is Thornton?”

There was an explosion of static and then Ronny’s voice, breathless and wired up.

“This is 495. You’re gonna blow right by me.”

McAllister could see the town now, a ragged line of low buildings set in the lee of a dry wash. The Shell sign was the tallest thing in town. At the point where the gravel road hit the pavement, McAllister could see Ron Thornton’s cruiser.

“Sarge, I can see you!”

“Yeah. Rita, stay put! We’ll come east on the service road. You block the far end. Ronny, when we get there, keep that goddamned werewolf in the car. We don’t need him ripping up the citizens. Rita, you read me five by five?”

“Ten-four, sir. I’ll hold.”

McAllister was doing a flat eighty as he flew by Ronny’s cruiser. Ron Thornton was a heavy-set, barrel-bodied youngster with a pencil-thin moustache that made him look like a Mexican pimp. His dark face was hot and bright. Through the slots in an aluminum barrier, McAllister could hear Ronny’s police dog howling and snarling.

Ronny stayed right on McAllister’s bumper all the way up the main street of Pompeys Pillar, sirens yipping and the people all lined up on the walkways. Bell’s Oasis was at the far end of town. At a hundred yards out they heard the solid percussive boom of a shotgun.

Ronny and McAllister slid to a stop in the lee of a J. B. Hunt tractor-trailer. The driver was already flattened up against the wheels. He grinned weakly as they ran over and got their backs up against the trailer.

“What the hell’s goin’ on here?” McAllister asked the driver.

“Beats me, Sergeant,” said the driver. “All’s I know is, one minute I’m sitting in my cab, and the next Joe’s shooting the shit outta a bunch of Indians at the pumps.”

“Indians? What kind?”

The trucker’s lean face split along his worry lines. “Jeez, man! Indians! Crows, likely, or Cheyenne from Busby. Bell give one of ’em a bellyfull of shot, I know that!”

McAllister ducked down to take a look under the trailer bed.

Across the tarmac, Joe Bell was crouched down beside a line of gas pumps, head down, feeding shells into a semiauto twelve-gauge Winchester shotgun.

Twenty feet away, a dark-skinned boy in faded jeans and a blue plaid shirt lay on his back in a widening lake of thickening blood. One of his boots was off. It was standing, oddly, upright. A black Stetson with one eagle feather lay on its peak a foot away. Most of the boy’s side was scattered in a pulpy red fan over the pavement. McAllister could see his chest rising and falling. Still alive.

“Ronny, you get back to the car, you tell Fire to bring the paramedic van and not to screw around doing it!” Fire and Rain was what they called the Emergency Service Unit.

Ronny jumped and ran. McAllister peeked back around the end of the van. A dusty blue Chevy pickup was parked at the pumps. Its hood was up, and the oil dipstick was on the ground in front of the truck. Jubal’s pickup.

“Hey, Bell!”

Bell pivoted with the shotgun, shouldered it, and fired in the direction of Beau’s voice. The back of the trailer rocked, and a license plate flew fifty feet into the ditch.

“Christ, Bell! It’s Beau McAllister!”

Joe Bell’s bald head and heavy red beard rose up above the top of a gas pump.

“Beau?”

“Yes! For chrissake, Bell!”

“You see ’em, Beau? Over by the propane tank?”

Oh, great, thought McAllister. About fifty yards away, there was a big enclosure marked off by a Lundy fence. Inside, a huge white torpedo tank sat atop a series of concrete supports. He could just see some huddled shapes through the support pillars.

“First thing, Bell, you stop firing at that thing. You hit that tank right, we’re all gonna go way up high and come back down as pink rain.”

“It was just grazing fire, Beau. I know what I’m doing!”

Sure, thought McAllister. You sure grazed that boy pretty good, didn’t you? “What the hell’s goin on, Bell?”

“There’s five of them. Look like reservation Indians. I got this one. There’s three men and a girl. They come in with that old blue pickup there, and I braced ’em. Then they go for the weapons.”

“What kind?”

“A knife. A big one. Other weird shit. I didn’t stop to make a fuckin’ list!”

“What’d they do?”

“Do? They go for weapons, I figure it’s a fight!”

McAllister turned to Ronny, who was once more pressed close to the truck. “Go get me the hailer, Ronny. I’m gonna see if we can talk our way outta something here. I don’t have time for this shit.”

Ronny came back with the Motorola hailer. McAllister crawled back to the end of the tractor-trailer. “You there, by the tank!”

Nothing. Maybe some movement.

“This is the po—”

Something went thoong and then—unbelievably—there was the whirring sound of—a kind of whistle—what the?—then a huge metallic clang hit the tractor-trailer near Beau.

There was—there was a god-dammed arrow stuck ten inches into the back of the tractor-trailer. It had pretty blue feathers and a dark metal shaft, stuck in there good and solid. McAllister stared at it for maybe five seconds, not ready to believe what he was seeing.

“Ronny, are you seeing what I’m—”

Another basso thoong sound. McAllister scrambled back into the cover beside the driver and Ronny. The trailer caught another shaft. It hit the outside wall like a hammer blow.

Arrows, McAllister was thinking. He couldn’t get his mind around it. Somebody was shooting arrows at him.

Two more thoong sounds, and two more shrill whirrings.

Chunk!

Chunk!

Joe Bell felt the need to respond. The three of them heard Bell pull his slide back.

“No!” McAllister shouted. Ron and the J. B. Hunt driver were already running for the ditch at the side of the road.

“I’m just gonna—” That sound again, and the whistling whirring. Joe Bell was up and leaning across the pump. The shaft came in like judgment, sliced into his left shoulder. Beau could see the plaid shirt open up and the vivid red flesh underneath.

Bell stood up and bellowed once. He still had the shotgun in his right fist. That gun had everybody’s full attention now, the arrow stuck in his shoulder. Round and round she goes, thought McAllister, not able to drop, just watching the barrel and watching Joe Bell stagger around the end of the pump island, watching him come forward now, blood running from the slice in his upper arm—Christ, that would hurt. Everybody in the area who could see what was going on tried to dig a little farther into the dirt or tiles on the snack-bar floor or the bottom of the truck cab—but Bell wasn’t dropping that goddamned Winchester.

Bell squeezed one off. The big gun kicked back in his hand.

A swarm of fat black bees hurtled off into the blue.

Jesus, thought Beau. He’s got double-ought in there. Twelve steel balls as big as marbles.

So it came to McAllister that maybe he should just plain shoot Joe Bell. Otherwise they were all going to die.

“Bell! Put the gun down!”

Bell was out there, beyond control. His face was sweaty and bright as a road flare as he came out in the open now, bringing that big barrel around one more time, leaning back in his Tony Lamas, his big white belly out over the top of his jeans, his shirt ripped and flapping in the wind, his mouth wide open in the middle of that huge red beard.

Beau pulled the Browning out and lined the red foresight up over Joe Bell’s right foot.

“Bell! You gotta stop firing!”

Boom! Bell got off another shell. Maybe he had visions of Wyatt Earp in his head. Maybe he was seeing it all on Eyewitness News. This one zipped and zanged into the gravel about ten feet to one side of the propane tank. Steel shot skittered crazily off across the highway.

Beau saw a couple of things in a crystalline bubble of hallucinatory intensity.

He saw the way Bell’s blue jeans had faded to white along the top of his right leg and the darker indigo color along the rumpled sideseam.

He saw the frayed threads on the cuff of his own right sleeve and the sheen of silicon grease on the dull black slide of his Browning.

And in his mind, he saw Lieutenant Eustace Meagher in front of a line of his fellow cops, McAllister standing there while Eustace pulled off McAllister’s stripes and somebody off to the left beat an accusatory rattle on a little muffled drum.

McAllister breathed out slowly and squeezed off one round, aiming for Bell’s right foot. The Browning bucked in his hand, and his ears rang from the blast.

Damn, thought Beau, watching in a cold detached way as the round hit Bell in the muscle of his ass, square in the middle of his wallet. Why do they make these things so goddamned loud?

Bell jerked, reeled, and staggered left. He looked across at McAllister, his face the very picture of outrage and injured dignity. He twisted to regard the damage in his back pocket, then looked up at McAllister again.

“You god-damned asshole! You shot me!”

“Somebody had to, Bell! You were gonna—”

And now Bell felt the muscle give, and he started to go down to his right. As he came down he brought the shotgun around and he was trying to …

 … get that barrel lined up …

 … on what?

 … on me, thought McAllister.

Now what? Do I kill Joe Bell?

When Bell hit the ground, the shotgun bounced out of his hand and clattered across the pavement. McAllister was out around the J. B. Hunt trailer and halfway to Bell when he remembered that somebody had been shooting arrows at him only a minute ago.

“Hey, over there! No shooting, eh?”

Jesus. Listen to yourself, McAllister. Like it was half-time or something.

The way the sun was lying, it was hard to see into the enclosure. He stood there in the open for a second, waiting for another one of those lunatic arrows to come flying across the parking lot. Bell was trying to crawl toward the shotgun. McAllister could hear him swearing to himself.

Ronny Thornton came out from the front of the tractor cab and put his Smith over the propane area.

“Ronny, don’t shoot into that tank.”

Ronny’s hair was in a tangle, and a clump of grass was stuck to his shoulder. “I’m not gonna shoot, Sarge. Anyway, I think they’re gone.”

“Then why the hell’re you pointing your piece over there? Get back on the air, tell everybody in Charlie Sector—tell everybody in District Four, get Radio to notify the Counties and get a BOLO out for three male Indians and a juvenile female. They’re armed and dangerous. Last seen this ten-twenty. Tell ’em what’s happened here. Now. Go do it!”

Thornton nodded once and went back to the cruiser at a jog.

McAllister walked over to the shotgun, picked it up, and jacked it empty. Joe Bell rolled over onto his side and said something. Beau couldn’t make out anything but “McAllister.” He figured it had something to do with lawyers.

“Ronny, get on the radio and find out where the hell Fire and Rain is. We’re gonna need them.”

He walked over to the Indian boy on the ground, got down on one knee, and put two fingers of his right hand under the boy’s shirt, just where the ribs met the breastbone.

Not a sound. And nothing at the neck. The kid had a look on his lean unmarked face that McAllister had seen before. Although we all live surrounded by death and dying, every one of us believes he will live forever. The truth is always a surprise. The boy had long blue-black hair; it would have run down past his shoulders if it hadn’t been matted with drying blood. He had a Plains Indian look about him. Clean lines and that heavy-bodied, skinny-legged shape.

McAllister touched one of the boy’s eyes. No reflex. No pupil change. Down at his left side, a loop of intestine and a pink bulb of kidney projected through the bloody ruin of his shirt.

Bled to death while I was jerking around with Bell. Poor little bastard. One more sorry-ass useless killing. Kid had good taste in boots, too.

McAllister patted the boy down. He found an eelskin wallet in his back pocket and a large bowie knife in a beaded doeskin scabbard at his right side.

He tugged the knife out. A buck knife with a solid bone handle. A foot long, and sharp as an ex-wife.

So what? He could pat down half the citizens of Montana and find some kind of knife.

He headed across the lot toward the propane tank, holding the Browning out to one side, trying to look like a reasonable guy, the kind of guy you wouldn’t want to shoot an arrow into.

Still, it was a long walk in the afternoon sunlight.

The little fenced-off yard was empty. Behind the tank he found a sliver of blue feather lying in the dirt.

Now that would be your basic clue, right?

Or was it a sign?

A sign of what? Times like these, Beau was glad he was just a patrol sergeant. Let the boys from the Criminal Investigation Bureau figure out this Indian voodoo.

The dirt was scuffed up. Bootprints and some kind of patterned grid, maybe a running shoe. The sign ran to the back of the fence and continued on the far side. Wherever they had got to, they had done it on foot. Behind Bell’s Oasis there was a low coulee that ran a couple of hundred yards up into the hills. And beyond the hills, half of Montana, the Bull Mountains, Canada. He could see a faint trail running up into the brown prairie grass.

McAllister had no inclination to go tear-assing up the slope and into the hills after anybody with arrows as mean-looking as the ones stuck into the rear of that van. He was too old and too smart. Maybe the National Guard would let them borrow one of their Hueys and a pilot.

Rita Sonnette pulled up into the yard as McAllister got back to where Ron was using a field dressing on Bell’s wound. She got out of her cruiser and started pushing tourists and truckers away from the dead boy by the gas pumps. Rita was a short, well-constructed lady with green eyes and deep copper-colored hair.

Joe Bell was putting out a fair amount of unfriendly vibrations in spite of the hole in his butt. They could hear a siren in the distance.

“Bell—I tried to—”

“I got nothing to say to you, McAllister.”

“I told you to stop shooting that artillery piece all over the place. You know the blast radius of that tank better than I do.”

“You ever hear of fire control? I was in the war!”

“Yeah? You weren’t controlling a damned thing.”

“I was protecting my property and my place of business. And the citizens. I got a constitutional right. You had no call to shoot me. Why didn’t you shoot one of those Indians?”

“You shoot that boy over there?”

“You’re damned right I did! It was him or me.”

“He drew on you? He showed a weapon?”

“Of course he did! Otherwise I wouldna hadda shoot him. I don’t usually shoot my customers. Word gets around.”

“What exactly did he do?”

“They all come in in that blue Chevy pickup over there. Soon as I see the weapons out, I know what’s happening. The one I shot, he comes right into my office with a knife out, so I braced him and backed him down.”

“What time was this?”

“Now! It just happened. Christ, Beau! Ain’t you got a watch?” Bell jerked as Ron taped the pad down. “Jeez, Thornton, where’d you get your training?”

The Fire and Rain wagon rolled up in a cloud of dust and a hearty hi-ho-plasma, the way those guys like to do. They came running across the lot, and McAllister could almost hear them going hut-hut-hut to themselves, the way they saw it done on Rescue 911. Same as the young cops nowadays—Ray-Bans and black leather gloves and zombie cool. Television was taking all the fun out of being a cop.

McAllister patted Bell on his good shoulder. “I’m sorry about shooting you. We’ll haveta talk later. You hang in there, Joe.”

“I got a hole in my wallet you could stick your dick through, McAllister. Fucked up all my cards, my ID, everything!”

“I’ll buy you a new wallet.”

“Hey, this ain’t no joke! I can’t walk, I can’t work. Somebody’s gonna have to make good on this.”

“Man, don’t tell me you’re gonna sue? What the hell’s Montana coming to, a hard case like you goes squealing to a lawyer?”

“Jesus, McAllister. We’ll see if you can still laugh with a lawsuit stuffed up your ass.”

“Long as you’re somewhere in Montana, Bell, I can always find something to laugh at.”

“We’ll see, McAllister. We’ll see.”

“No doubt, Joe. No doubt. You go with him, Ronny. Get a complete statement, and get a Polaroid of that wound there. And go around, take some shots of those arrows right where they are. The CIB guys’ll want that.”

He stepped back as they hoisted Bell onto a gurney and hut-hut-hutted him away to the van.

They’ll hit the siren as soon as they get the back doors slammed, thought McAllister. He sighed. Another lawsuit in the works there.

He walked across to where Rita Sonnette was standing next to the dead boy. A circle of the curious and the bored stood a few yards away, staring at the body with that kind of face people get in the presence of violent death. Sick, avid, hungry. McAllister thought they looked like those walking corpses in Night of the Living Dead. They all had that blankness.

“You’re standing in the blood there, Rita.”

She jumped and stepped back.

“God. I’m sorry, Sergeant.”

“No problem. Go get some of that crime scene tape. We might as well get this place organized for the CIB guys. Seal off that blue pickup, but don’t touch it and don’t go inside it. I wanna be able to tell the dicks that no patrolman of mine screwed up their crime scene. I’ll get these people on the move here. And get those arrows outta that J. B. Hunt trailer. Do it without screwing up the shafts, okay? We might get prints off them.”

It took Rita and McAllister awhile to close down Bell’s Oasis and empty out the snack bar. They put a tarpaulin over the dead boy and wrote down the names and numbers of anybody who would admit to seeing anything.

Most of the witnesses agreed that the first thing they noticed was Joe Bell coming out of the station with the barrel of his shotgun stuck into the belly of that dead boy over there.

He got the same story from the waitress on duty. She was a weathered-looking number with pale yellow hair that floated around her head like cotton candy. She said her name was Marla LeMay and had ID to prove it, which was good enough for McAllister. She had that seen-it-all-and-seen-it-first look that made McAllister think of cops, hookers, and old nuns.

“How long you been working for Bell, Marla?”

“Six weeks. Maybe seven. I got a place over in Hardin, near the post office? I work double shifts here ’cause Joe can’t seem to keep his help.”

“Yeah? Why’s that?”

“He lets his little head think for his big head.”

“Oh—that doesn’t bother you?”

“No. First time he tried anything, I put my hand down the front of his jeans and give his tail a twist. Then I told him if I leave I’m goin’ straight to Montana Labor and sue his ass off. Plus I’d come back and kill his dog.”

“You sure Bell has a dog?”

“If he doesn’t I’ll buy him one and then kill it.”

They both laughed.

“Okay, Marla. What’d you see today?”

“Can I just not say anything?”

“Why?”

“I need this job. I just don’t like lying to cops, either.”

“Why would you have to lie to me?”

“Because I ain’t at all sure anybody had to get shot today.”

“Why don’t you just tell me what you saw, and I’ll work out where I mighta heard it?”

“Bullshit, Sergeant.”

“Call me Beau.”

“Bullshit, Beau. Call me Marla.”

“I’ve been calling you Marla.”

“Yeah. But now you got my permission.”

“Why’s it bullshit?”

“I been to court a coupla times. You guys are always saying hey, well now, you’ll never have to testify. Then you go back to the office, and some college-kid DA says fuck that. Subpoena the bitch.”

He smiled down at her again.

“You’re a smart woman. You can see how sometimes shit happens and all you can do is try to scrape it up. I got a poor dead boy over there, died while Joe Bell was playing at Wyatt Earp. Bell says it was self-defense, but all I can see is a dead kid. I don’t see a cash bag. I see arrows—an odd choice for armed robbery, but that’s okay. Everybody says the first they saw was Bell backin’ the dead guy out of his office with his Winchester. Is that what you saw?”

“I saw the boy go into Joe’s office. I heard them talking. Then I seen the boy backing out, and Joe’s got that shotgun shoved right into the kid’s belly.”

“Were they fighting?”

“It looked like a fight from where I was at.”

“Yeah, but what was being said?”

“I really couldn’t hear. By that time, some of the customers were screaming and a lot of people were trying to get out of the way.”

“And the kid?”

“He wasn’t saying anything. He was just trying to back up without falling.”

“You see a weapon?”

“Yeah. I saw a knife. The kid had it in his hand when he came backing out.”

“Was it in his hand when he went in?”

“I didn’t see it. Knife like that, you notice it.”

“Was Bell in his office when the kid went in?”

“Yeah. He’s always in there. Has a bunch of skin magazines under the desk. We call him Zamfir.”

“Why Zamfir?”

“Bell’s a master of the skin flute.”

McAllister thought it over. Bell said he saw weapons. When? Not from his office. His office had a window that opened onto the snack bar and cash area, which led out to the pumps. There was a large plate-glass window cluttered with oil cans and antifreeze bottles. There was too much inventory stuck in the window for Bell to see out into the pump area. So you couldn’t see the pumps from Bell’s office, just out into the snack bar and the store. So when did Bell see the weapons?

“What happened then?”

“Bell backed the kid outside. Then he …”

McAllister waited. She’d either say it or not say it.

“Kid did have a knife, Beau.”

“True.”

“So that makes it self-defense, right?”

Not exactly, thought McAllister. Something about this thing just hit him as strange. Bell had a shotgun over the kid. The kid was backing away. Any cop who used deadly force in that situation would be looking at permanent administrative leave and maybe even criminal charges.

“Where were you standing then?”

“Over there. By the door. I could see pretty good.”

“Could you see both of them?”

“Yeah … well, not really. I could see Joe’s back and see some of the kid. Joe’s a big guy, and the kid isn’t very big.”

“Could you hear what was being said?”

“Just Joe. Joe was being pretty loud. The kid was talking fast, but I couldn’t hear him over Joe’s voice.”

“What was Joe saying?”

“Threats, mostly.”

“Where were the rest of them?”

“The other ones? There was four of them, three big guys and a girl. The girl was in the cab. One of the guys was standing at the front of the truck there, checking his oil or his coolant or something.”

“Odd thing to do during an armed robbery. What did they do when they saw Bell coming out?”

“They kind of froze solid. The girl tries to get out of the truck, and the biggest Indian, he goes for the back but keeps the truck between him and Joe, and then Joe starts firing.”

McAllister thought it over for a bit.

“Okay, Marla. You tell it like you saw it, I don’t think Joe Bell will hold it against you.” McAllister thought she was the least of Bell’s troubles.

“We’ll haveta see, won’t we?”

“Yeah. You have a ride back to Hardin?”

“Yeah. I got an old Riviera out back.”

“Okay, Marla. We’ll have to talk again. You don’t worry about it, right? There’ll be a shooting board sometime in the next couple of days. We’ll need you to appear, tell the board what you saw.”

“What’s a shooting board?”

“Every time an officer in Montana fires his weapon, there has to be a formal inquiry. The DA and a couple of experienced detectives talk to everyone who witnessed the event, and then they decide whether or not the officer was justified in using his weapon.”

“So it’s about you, and shooting Joe Bell?”

“That’s right.”

“Why did you shoot Joe, anyway?”

Beau inclined his head toward the propane tank.

“That tank. Bell was shooting right at it. If he’d punctured it, we’d all be dead.”

Her eyes widened, and she sighed.

“Hell of a day. Burned my dress, broke three nails, then we get robbed. You ever have a day like that, Sergeant?”

“You’re looking at one right now, Marla. You take care of yourself.”

Marla shrugged and walked back toward the kitchen. McAllister went into Joe Bell’s office. The first thing he saw was the phone on Bell’s desk. Bell had a business phone, a multiline with a board full of push-buttons and lights. The machine was howling. Beau recognized the electronic warning for a phone off the hook. He searched around the thing for a bit until he found a button that said SPK. It was lit up red. He punched it, and the light went out, and the noise stopped. He picked up the receiver and got a normal dial tone.

McAllister sat down at Bell’s desk and flipped the dead man’s wallet out onto the top. The kid had died with … close to seven hundred dollars! And what was this? Gold American Express card in the name of Edward Gall. A whole packet of gas receipts. A cash card for one of those electronic machines. BankAmericard. A California driver’s license, picture ID of a young man who looked like the boy out in the yard. Showing an address of 1623 Vallejo Canyon Drive, Los Angeles. Also a plastic hospital card showing that an Edward Gall had been admitted to something called the Sonesta Clinic in March of this year.

And a couple of photographs of a strong-featured young Indian woman in what looked like a school uniform, a pink tunic and a white blouse. It made McAllister think of reservation schools like the one his first wife had attended, a long time ago.

Interesting … looked like young Mr. Gall here wasn’t exactly hard up for cash when he apparently set himself to rob Joe Bell at knifepoint in the middle of the day in the middle of a crowd of people. And they brought along a young girl to watch them do it.

There was an old joke about only an Indian being dumb enough to bring a knife to a gunfight, but this was pushing it. It ran contrary to everything in Beau’s experience of armed robbers, which was considerable. He moved his leg and felt something along the side of the desk.

Bell had a rifle sling bolted to the inside well of his desk. Big enough for the Winchester. The top was a litter of bills, receipts, yellow pads, assorted junk. McAllister pulled open some drawers. The first one had checks and some loose cash. The second drawer was locked. The third one was full of magazines and videos.

Swedish Nights. Ballbusters. Seka’s Greatest Hits. The usual full-color hardcore entertainments, based largely on having low gag-reflexes and being double-jointed. This stuff always reminded Beau of autopsies, all that red flesh and slippery skin. Sexy as a federal audit. There was a television set on top of a filing cabinet, and a VCR beneath the TV. Bell’s wastepaper basket was stuffed full of old wadded-up tissues. Best thing to do with that was to take it out back and set it on fire.

Porn videos and skin mags.

This garbage was illegal in Montana, but McAllister had better things to do than police other people’s entertainments. A lot of unmarried men had worse than this under their bunks. At least it kept them away from the schoolyards—

Oh, Christ!

He grabbed up the handset and punched in seven numbers, looking at his wristwatch as the line started to ring.

“Hello.”

“Maureen, it’s Beau!”

“You’ve done it again, haven’t you, Beau.”

There was that tone—all sweet reason and razor blades.

“Maureen, we’ve got a real thing going on down here at Joe Bell’s.”

“Don’t you always? How do you think Roberta Lee’s feeling right now? Or do you care?”

“Of course I care, Maureen. You know that.”

“I do? She’s six years old today, Beau. In case you forgot that, too. She’s been out on the front step for an hour. She won’t come in because she knows you’re coming soon. She’s got her blue dress on, and she won’t come in. Do you care about that?”

“I know, Maureen, I do care. I’ve got a whole party set up. Everybody’s gonna be there, and we have it all—”

“You know the rules, Beau.”

McAllister tried very hard not to pull out his Browning and send a round down the phone line. He imagined it hitting Maureen in the ear and going right through her head and out the other ear.

“Maureen—”

“You signed the agreement. Dwight says I’ve been more than fair about access.”

“Let’s leave Dwight out of this, can we? Just for now? I can be there in half an hour!”

Less, if I take the cruiser and don’t change. Use the siren. He sniffed at his shirt. God, he smelled like a dead bat dipped in gasoline.

“The agreement says if you’re late one more time—”

“Maureen, it’s her birthday. She’s just six. Don’t make her part of this. She’s too young to understand. All she’ll think is I don’t—”

“She’d be right.”

“You know that’s not true, Maureen. I’ve had to fight you and that son of a bitch Hogeland for every minute with her. Would I do that if I didn’t care about her?”

“Dwight’s twice the father you are to her. She—”

“Dwight’s your goddamned lawyer, Maureen! He’s not her father. I’m her father, and I have a right to—”

“Take her to Fogarty’s so she can hang out with a bunch of lesbians and bums and cops? Dwight’s been telling me about that crowd. No, Beau—”

“Maureen, don’t do this again!”

“You’ve got to learn a lesson. You have to take your responsibilities seriously, Beau.”

Jesus, that voice. It was in his ear like a wasp. He fought to keep the tremor out of his voice.

“I have the right, Beau. The agreement says—”

“Hey, Maureen. Fuck the agreement! And fuck Dwight!”

“Thanks, Beau. Maybe I will.”

And she was gone.

McAllister stood there for a long time, breathing in and out rapidly and looking at his reflection in the black screen of the television on top of the filing cabinet.

He saw a forty-five-year-old cop in a rumpled tan uniform with two days of beard on a face like old leather and more gray than black in his hair. He saw a man with a large ragged salt-and-pepper moustache and tired blue eyes who had done a lot of damage for one Friday shift; he’d shot a man in the ass when he was aiming for his foot, he’d let a bunch of Indians shoot arrows at him and then walk away smiling, and he had just now totally torched his chances of getting to see his daughter on her sixth birthday.

What he saw did not impress him.

He put both his hands on the inside lip of Joe Bell’s desk and heaved it hard upward. It flipped over away from him, papers and drawers flying, pens and pencils clattering and spinning, a tremendous crash and clang as the gray metal desk hit the floor ten feet away. The drawers spilled out all over the greasy tiles, a ragged fan of porn magazines, slips of paper, loose bills.

There was a large mass of duct tape attached to the underside of the bottom drawer. If Bell had put that packet there, whatever was inside it was kind of important to him.

But Joe Bell wasn’t the target of an investigation right now. McAllister had no legal right even to be inside Bell’s office, let alone throwing his furniture around like a drunken cowhand in a bar fight.

And if Joe Bell did become the target of an investigation, then anything McAllister found inside Bell’s office before getting a legal search warrant would be inadmissible in a court of law. Fruit of a Poisoned Tree. Fourth Amendment. Weeks. Mallory. All that voodoo.

Beau knew damned well what a good cop would do now. He’d leave it alone. Yes sir—that was what a good cop would do.

McAllister got down on his knees and used a corner of a stapler to pry up a section of the silver mound of duct tape. It came away from the gray metal easily. There was a flat plastic box in the center of the mound. And inside the plastic box, something flat and rainbow colored glimmered like a jewel.

Hell, it was a computer disk!

Why the hell would Joe Bell be hiding a computer disk under his desk? He started to rip the tape away when he heard somebody clearing his throat in a theatrical way.

A short black man in a starched and razor-pressed Montana Highway Patrol uniform was leaning on the doorjamb. He had his hat pushed back away from his shiny bald blue-black head, and his exceedingly muscular arms were crossed over his weightlifter’s chest. His badge glittered in the downlight. His shoulder bars gleamed. His clean-shaven face was fine-boned and hard-looking. He was grinning the kind of grin you give your kid when you catch him with his head stuffed inside a bottle of your favorite bourbon.

Beau McAllister got slowly to his feet. They both looked around the room awhile. McAllister tried a smile.

“Afternoon, Eustace,” he said, shuffling a boot through a pile of papers. “I suppose you’re wondering what the hell’s going on in here.”

“No,” said Eustace, “I wasn’t. I can see what’s going on in here. What’s going on in here is either a class C felony or a violation of several elements of the Fourth Amendment.”

“Look … aah …”

Meagher held up one elegant pink-palmed hand. More gold glittered from his FBI Academy ring.

“Beau, you only call me lieutenant when you’re gonna tell me something I don’t wanna hear. Like when you’ve shot the wrong guy or something. Is this gonna be one of those times?”

“Well … Lieutenant …”
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