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1

THE MIDNIGHT SHIFT: the shooter was going to work. 

He  jogged  through  the  night  in  a  charcoal-colored  nylon rain  suit  and  black  New  Balance  running  shoes,  with  a bril iant  reflective  green  strap  over  his  shoulders,  like  a bandolier.  With  the  strap,  he  jumped  out  at  passing  cars; nothing furtive here, nobody trying to hide anything. . . . 

He  ran  careful y,  taking  his  time.  The  old  sidewalk, probably  laid  down  in  the  first  decades  of  the  twentieth century,  was  cracked  and  shifting  underfoot.  A  wrong  step could leave him with a sprain, or worse. Not good for a man with a silenced pistol in his pocket. 

The  night  was  hot,  cloudy,  humid.  Lightning  flickered  way off  to  the  north,  a  thunderstorm  passing  by.  The  tempest would miss by ten miles: no relief from the heat, not yet. He ran  through  the  odor  of  summer  flowers,  unseen  in  the darknessâ€”nice houses here, wel -maintained, flourishes of Victorian  gingerbread,  fences  with  gardens,  flower  heads pale in the dim ambient light. 

Stil water, Minnesota, on the bluff above downtown, above the St. Croix River. Third Street once had so many churches that it was cal ed Church Street by the locals. The churches that  remained  pushed  steeples  into  the  night  sky  like

medieval lightning rods, straining to ward off the evil that men do. 

Â 

THE  SHOOTER  passed  the  front  of  the  redbrick  historic courthouse,  which  was  guarded  by  a  bronze  Civil  War infantryman  with  a  fixed  bayonet  and  a  plaque.  He  paused next to a hedge, behind a tree trunk, bent over with his hands on  his  knees,  as  if  catching  his  breath  or  stretching  his hamstrings,  like  runners  do.  Looked  around.  Said  quietly, â€œOn point.â€

Dark, silent. Waiting for something to happen. Nothing did. 

After a last look around, he pul ed off the reflective strap and stuffed it in a pocket. When he did that, he vanished. He was gone; he was part of the fabric of the night. 

Across  from  the  courthouse,  just  downhil ,  a  metal  spire pushed up from a vest-pocket park, il uminated by spotlights. 

Ten-foot granite slabs anchored the foot of the needle. On the slabs were more bronze plaques, with the names of the local boys  who  didnâ€™t  make  it  back  from  al   the  wars  fought since  Stil water  was  built.  A  blank  plaque  awaited  names from Iraq and Afghanistan. 

The  shooter  slipped  across  the  street,  to  the  edge  of  the memorial. The bril iant spotlights made the nearby shadows even  darker.  He  disappeared  into  one  of  them,  like  an  ink drop fal ing into a coal cel ar. Before he went, he pul ed back

the sleeve of the running suit and checked the luminous dial of his combat watch. 

If  Sanderson  stuck  to  his  routineâ€”or  the  dogâ€™s routine, anywayâ€” heâ€™d walk down the west side of Third Street  sometime  in  the  next  ten  minutes.  Big  German shepherd. Shame about the dog. 

Â 

Â 

CHUCK  UTECHT  had  been  the  first  man  on  the control erâ€™s list. Heâ€™d been a smooth white egg of a man,  whose  insides,  when  he  cracked,  flowed  out  like  a yel ow yolk. Heâ€™d given up three names. Heâ€™d given them up easily. 

â€œI  only  did  one  bad  thing  in  my  life,â€  he  cried. 

â€œIâ€™ve been making up for it ever since.â€

His  final  words  had  been  â€œIâ€™m  sorry,â€  not  for what heâ€™d done, but because he knew what was coming and had peed his pants. 

The  scout  could  extract  only  so  much  information  from  a man  who  accepted  his  own  execution,  who  seemed  to believe  that  he  deserved  it.  They  had  not  been  in  a  place where  the  scout  could  use  pliers  or  knives  or  ropes  or electricity or waterboards. Al  he had was the threat of death, and  Utecht  had  closed  his  eyes  and  had  begun  mumbling through  a  prayer.  The  scout  had  seen  the  resignation;  he

looked at the shooter and nodded. 

The shooter shot him twice in the back of the head, halfway through the prayer. 

Now he waited for Sanderson and the dog. 

They needed two more names. 

The  scout  said  in  the  shooterâ€™s  ear,  â€œHeâ€™s coming.â€

Â 

Â 

BOBBY  SANDERSON  strol ed  down  Third  Street  with  the dog on the end of its lead, a familiar nighttime sight. The dog was as regular as a quartz watch: took a smal  dump at eight oâ€™clock  in  the  morning,  and  a  big  one  at  eleven oâ€™clock at night. If it wasnâ€™t out on the street, itâ€™d be  somewhere  in  the  yard,  and  Sanderson  would  step  in  it the next day, sure as God made little green apples. So, twice a day, they were on the street. 

Sanderson  was  preoccupied  with  an  argument  heâ€™d had  with  his  girlfriend.  Or  maybe  not  an  argument,  but  he didnâ€™t  know  exactly  what  else  you  could  cal   it.  She didnâ€™t want him out at night; not for a while. Not until they found out whether something was going on. 

â€œIf  youâ€™re  scared  enough  that  you  have  meetings, then  you  ought  to  be  scared  enough  to  stay  inside  at

night,â€  sheâ€™d  said.  Sheâ€™d  been  in  the  kitchen, drying  the  dishes  with  an  old  square  of  unbleached  muslin. 

She smel ed of dishwashing liquid and pork chop grease. 

â€œYou know what happens with the dog if he donâ€™t get  his  walk,â€  Sanderson  said.  â€œBesides,  whoâ€™s going to mess with Mike?â€

But  before  heâ€™d  gone,  heâ€™d  stepped  back  to  the bedroom, as though heâ€™d forgotten something, had taken the  .38  out  of  a  bedroom  bureau  and  slipped  it  into  his pocket.  He  was  not  the  kind  of  guy  to  be  pushed.  If somebody pushed, heâ€™d push back, twice as hard. 

Sanderson  was  fifty-nine,  five-six,  a  hundred  and  sixty pounds.  A  short  man,  with  a  short-man  complex.  You donâ€™t fuck with me. You donâ€™t fuck with the Man. 

He thought like that. 

He thought like a TV show. 

Â 

Â 

THE SHOOTER was waiting behind a rampart of limestone blocks  next  to  the  monument.  Not  tense,  not  anythingâ€”not thinking,  just  waiting,  like  a  rock,  or  a  stump,  or  a  loaded bul et. Waiting . . . Then two words in his ear: â€œHeâ€™s coming.â€

He  heard  first  the  click  of  the  dogâ€™s  toenails  on  the

sidewalk.  The  animal  probably  went  a  hundred  pounds, maybe even one-twenty. Had to take him smoothly. . . . 

Close now. 

The  shooterâ€™s  hand  was  at  his  side,  with  the  pistol dangling  from  it.  When  theyâ€™d  scouted  Sanderson  on  a previous walk, they noted that the dog was always on a long leadâ€”thereâ€™d be some distance between the dog and Sanderson.  The  dog  didnâ€™t  seem  particularly  nervous, but might wel  sense a man waiting in the night. 

Comes the dog. 

The  shooter  went  into  his  routine,  squaring  his  feet,  the deep breath already taken. He exhaled slowly, held it, and the dog was there, ten feet out, turning his big head toward the shadowâ€”the alarm, or curiosity, or something, in his eyes, he knew  something. 

Â 

THE SHOOTER was in his shooting crouch, arms extended, and the gun recoiled a bit. There was a fast  snap sound, like an electrical spark, and a mechanical ratcheting as the gun cycled.  The  dog  dropped,  shot  between  the  eyes,  and  the shooter vaulted from the shadows, moving fast, right there in Sandersonâ€™s face in a quarter second. 

This  was  no  TV  show,  and  you  do  fuck  with  the  Man. 

Sandersonâ€™s  eyes  just  had  time  to  widen  and  his  hand

went  to  his  pocketâ€”he  never  real y  thought  heâ€™d  need the pistol. 

Never real y thought. 

The  shooter  had  reversed  the  pistol  in  his  hand  and  now held it by the silencer, so that it functioned as a hammer. He chopped  Sanderson  on  the  left  ear  and  Sanderson staggered,  fal ing,  and  put  down  his  gun  hand,  no  gun  in  it, and  the  gun  pocket  hit  the  ground  with  a  clank,   and  the shooter,  realizing  that  he  hadnâ€™t  hit  him  quite  hard enough, hit him again, and this time, Sanderson went flat. 

Not a kil ing blow. 

They needed those names. 

Â 

Â 

THE  SHOOTER  was  trained,  the  shooter  was  a  kil ing machine,  but  he  was  stil   human.  Now,  breathing  hard,  he tasted blood in his mouth like you might after a tough run; and al  the time, he was looking for lights, he was looking for an alarm, a cry in the dark. 

He said into the mouthpiece, â€œCome now.â€

He  yanked  the  dog  lead  off  Sandersonâ€™s  wrist, dragged  the  dogâ€™s  body  into  the  darkness  under  the limestone blocks. Moved Sanderson next, the man twitching, trying to come back, but the shooter, gripping him by the shirt

col ar,  moved  him  effortlessly  into  the  dark.  Another  look around. 

The  scout  came,  al   of  a  sudden,  like  a  vampire  bat dropping  from  the  sky.  He  took  a  loop  of  rope  from  his pocket. The rope was a short noose, with a twisting handle, like the handle on a lawn mower starter-rope. He slipped the noose around Sandersonâ€™s neck, twisted the handle until the rope was not quite choking the semiconscious man. 

He  knelt  then,  his  knees  weighing  on  Sandersonâ€™s chest,  pinning  him,  and  he  shined  an  LED  penlight  into Sandersonâ€™s  eyes.  Sanderson  moaned,  trying  to  come back,  then  turned  his  head  away  from  the  burning  light,  his feet drumming on the ground. 

â€œListen  to  me,â€  the  scout  said.  â€œListen  to  me. 

Can you hear me?â€

It  took  a  moment.  Though  the  shooter  had  been  careful, even  a  mild  concussion  is,  nevertheless,  a  concussion. 

â€œMr. Sanderson. Can you hear me?â€

Sanderson moaned again, but his eyes were clearing. The scout turned the choke rope so that Sanderson could feel it, so that he couldnâ€™t cry out. 

Slapped him, hard: not to do further injury, but to sting him, bring him up. He put his face next to Sandersonâ€™s, while the  shooter  watched  for  cars,  or  another  runner.  The  scout said, â€œUtecht, Sanderson, Bunton, Wigge. Who were the

said, â€œUtecht, Sanderson, Bunton, Wigge. Who were the other two? Who? Who is Carl? Mr. Sanderson ...â€

Sandersonâ€™s pupils narrowed: he was coming back. 

â€œMr.  Sanderson,  who  is  Carl?â€  The  scoutâ€™s voice was soft, and he loosened the noose. Sanderson took a rasping breath. â€œIt wasnâ€™t me. It wasnâ€™t me. Not me. Not me.â€

â€œWho  is  Carl?  We  know  Ray  Bunton,  we  know  John Wigge, but whoâ€™s Carl?â€

â€œDonâ€™t know his name . . .â€ The desperation was right there, on the surface. The scout could hear it. 

â€œBut  you  knew  Utecht,â€  the  scout  said,  persisting, pressuring.  â€œBunton  and  Wigge  were  at  your  house  two days  ago.  I  watched  you  argue.  Who  was  the  man  in  the car?â€

â€œSome  pal  of  Wiggeâ€™s.  I  donâ€™t  know,  I donâ€™t  know.â€  He  strained  for  air,  feet  beating  on  the ground again. 

â€œThere was a sixth man. Who was the sixth man?â€

â€œDonâ€™t  .  .  .â€  Then  Sandersonâ€™s  eyes reached  up  toward  the  scoutâ€™s  and  he  seemed  to recognize  him,  what  he  was,  why  he  was  there;  with  the realization  came  the  knowledge  that  he  would  die.  â€œAh, shit,â€  he said, the sadness thick in the words. â€œSal y wil be hurt.â€

The scout saw the death in Sandersonâ€™s eyes. Nothing more  here.  He  stood  up,  shook  his  head.  The  shooter extended the gun and, without a further word, shot Sanderson twice in the forehead. He caught the ejected .22 shel s in his off hand. 

The  shooter  could  smel   the  blood.  The  odor  of  blood sometimes  nauseated  him  now.  Didnâ€™t  happen  before. 

Only  the  last  couple  of  years.  He  slipped  a  lemon  from  his pocket, scraped it with a fingernail, and inhaled the odor of the lemon rind. Better. Better than blood. 

Then he bent, pushed down Sandersonâ€™s jaw, shoved the lemon into his dead mouth. 

2

EVERY NIGHT, before he went to bed, Virgil Flowers thought about God. 

The  practice  was  good  for  him,  he  believed,  and  saved him  from  the  cynicism  of  a  copâ€™s  life.  Virgil  was  a believer. A believer in God and the immortal soul, though not in  religionsâ€”a  position  that  troubled  his  father,  a  Lutheran minister of the old school. 

â€œReligion  is  a  way  of  organizing  the  culture,  your relationship to God and the people around you,â€ his father argued the last time Virgil went back home. â€œItâ€™s not a  phone  booth  to  God. A  good  religion  reaches  wider  than that. A good religion would be a value in itself, even if God didnâ€™t exist.â€

Virgil said, â€œMy problem with that is I donâ€™t believe God  cares  what  we  do.  Everything  is  equal y  relevant  and irrelevant to God. A religion is nothing more than a political party  organized  around  some  guyâ€™s  moral  views, Confucius,  Buddha,  Jesus,  Mohammed,  like  conventional political  parties  are  organized  around  some  guyâ€™s economic views. Like Bil  Clintonâ€™s.â€

His father disdained Bil  Clinton, but he took the shot with appreciation. 

So  theyâ€™d  argued  around  the  breakfast  table  in  the kitchen,  enjoying  themselves,  the  odor  of  breakfast  rol s lingering  in  the  air,  cinnamon  and  white  frosting  and  hot raisins,  and  coffee;  and  mom  humming  in  the  background. 

Though he and his father had the usual growing-up troubles, theyâ€™d  become  closer  as  Virgil  got  into  his  thirties,  and his father began dealing with sixty and the reality of age. 

His  father,  Virgil  understood,  appreciated  that  his  son believed  in  the  immortal  soul  and  that  he  actual y  thought about God each night. He may have also envied the fact that his son was a cop; the preacher thought of himself as a man of peace, and he envied the man of action. 

The son didnâ€™t envy the father. Virgil had been raised in  a  church,  and  the  problems  his  father  dealt  with,  he thought, would have driven him crazy. Itâ€™s relatively easy to solve a problem with a gun and a warrant and a prison; but what do you do about somebody who is unloved? 

Better, Virgil thought, to carry a badge, and maintain your amateur status when it came to considering the wonders of the universe. 

Â 

Â 

ON THIS HOT, close night, Virgilâ€™s consideration of the wonders of the universe were discomfited by the proximity of Janey Smal â€™s naked ass, which, in Virgilâ€™s opinion, 

 was  one  of  the  wonders  of  the  universe.  Like  a  planet.  A smal ,  hot  planet  like  Mercury,  pul ing  you  both  with  its  heat and its gravity. 

Janey was asleep on her side, snoring a bit, her butt thrust toward  him,  which  Virgil  believed  was  not  an  accident. 

Theyâ€™d already gone around twice, but Janey was fond of what  she  cal ed  â€œthreesies,â€  and  Virgil  had  been married to her long enough to understand the signal he was getting. Married to her second; that is, between his first and third wives. And before her third and fourth. 

Janey  Smal   had  been  a  rotten  idea.  Virgil  had  been  in town,  had  dropped  by  the  Minnesota  Music  CafÃ©  to  see what  was  up,  and  there  she  was,  leaning  on  the  bar,  the wonder  of  the  universe  packed  into  a  pair  of  womenâ€™s 501s. 

One  thing  led  to  anotherâ€”it  wasnâ€™t  like  they  were sexual y  incompatible.  That  hadnâ€™t  been  the  problem. 

Theyâ€™d  just  been  incompatible  in  every  other  way,  like when  she  became  webmaster  of  a  Celine  Dion  fan  site,  or decided that fried tofu strips were better than bacon, or that fish felt lip pain. 

Janey. 

A  problem.  He  liked  her,  but  only  for  a  couple  hours  at  a time. 

Maybe if he could slide real y slowly over to the edge of the bed . . . his jeans and boots and shirt were right there on the floor, he could be halfway to the door before she woke up. 

Virgil was making his move when the cel  phone went off on the nightstand, and Janey woke with a start and rol ed flat and  said,  â€œYou  left  the  cel   phone  on,  you  goddamned moron.â€

Not like she had a mouth on her. 

Virgil  fumbled  for  the  phone,  peered  at  the  view-screen, hoping against hope that the cal  was from an 888 number, but it wasnâ€™t. 

Lucas  Davenport.  Virgil  said  aloud,  â€œItâ€™s Davenport.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  not  good,â€  Janey  said.  She  was  a  cop groupie  and  knew  what  a  late-night  cal   meant.  Her  last husband, Smal , worked vice in St. Paul. Janey said heâ€™d picked up some entertaining tips on the job, but unfortunately was deeply enmeshed in his model-train hobby, and when he began  building  the  Rock  Island  Line  in  the  living  room,  she moved out. 

In any case, she knew Lucas. â€œSo answer it.â€

He  did.  â€œYeah,  Lucas,â€  Virgil  said  into  the  cel phone. 

â€œYou  sound  like  youâ€™re  already  awake,â€  Lucas

said. 

â€œJust getting ready for bed,â€ Virgil said. â€œIâ€™m kinda beat up.â€

â€œNo,  he  isnâ€™t,â€  Janey  shouted.  â€œHeâ€™s over here fuckinâ€™ me.â€

â€œWho was that?â€ Lucas asked. â€œWas that Janey Carter?â€

â€œAh,  man,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œItâ€™s  Janey  Smal now.  She  got  married  to  Greg  Smal   over  at  St.  Paul.  They broke up.â€

â€œThereâ€™s  a  surprise,â€  Lucas  said.  â€œListen: get  out  to  Stil water.  The  Stil water  cops  have  a  body  at  a veteransâ€™ memorial. With a lemon.â€

â€œWhat?â€ He swung his feet over the edge of the bed. 

â€œTwo shots to the head?â€

â€œExactly,â€ Lucas said. â€œTheyâ€™d like to move the body before the TV people get onto it. It looks exactly like Utecht, and youâ€™re the guy. Tom Mattson is the chief out there,  he  cal ed  operations  and  they  yanked  me  out  of bed.â€

â€œOkay,  okay,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œI  might  need  some backup. This could get ugly.â€

â€œYeah,  I  knowâ€”and  Iâ€™m  heading  into  D.C. 

tomorrow for more convention stuff. Delâ€™s going with me, 

the feds are briefing us on the counterculture people. You can have Shrake and Jenkins if you need them. Iâ€™l  be on my cel  phone if you need some weight, and Iâ€™l  leave a note for Rose Marie.â€

â€œOkay.â€

â€œYou  gotta  move  on  this,â€  Lucas  said.  â€œTake your gun with you.â€

â€œIâ€™m  on  my  way.  Iâ€™m  putting  on  my  boots,â€

Virgil said. â€œI got my gun right here.â€

â€œStay in touch,â€  Lucas said, and he was gone. 

Janey  said,  â€œDonâ€™t  let  the  door  hit  you  in  the ass.â€

Â 

Â 

THREE-THIRTY  in  the  morning,  running  not  that  late,  he thought, ninety-five miles an hour east out of St. Paul, on an empty  I-94,  his  gril e  lights  flashing  red  and  blue,  hair  wet from  a  shower,  but  feeling  tacky  in  yesterdayâ€™s  T-shirt, underwear, and jeans. Thumbed his cel , ramped up the exit onto I-694, got the operations duty guy, got a phone number for the Stil water chief of police, punched it in, got the guy at the scene. 

â€œMattson,â€  the chief said. 

â€œHeyâ€”Virgil Flowers, BCA. Iâ€™m getting there fast

as I can. Iâ€™m on 694 coming up to 36. You shut down the scene?â€

â€œYeah,  we  shut  off  the  whole  block,â€  Mattson  said. 

â€œNo TV yet, but there probably wil  be. People are coming out of their houses.â€

â€œWas the guy on the ground, or do you have some kind of display?â€

â€œHeâ€™s sitting up, leaning back against one of these memorial  slab-things,â€  Mattson  said.  â€œWe  put  a construction  screen  around  him  so  there  wonâ€™t  be  any photos.  I  guess  Davenport  probably  told  you  about  the lemon.â€

â€œYeah, he did,â€  Virgil said. â€œWho found him?â€

â€œOne  of  our  guys.  Sandersonâ€”victimâ€™s  name  is Bobby Sandersonâ€” went out to walk the dog and didnâ€™t come  back,â€  Mattson  said.  â€œHis  old  lady  got  worried and cal ed in and we rol ed a car around his route. Not like he was  hidden  or  anything.  He  was  right  there,  in  the  lights. 

Something going on with his old lady, though. Sheâ€™s got a story you need to listen to.â€

â€œAl  right,â€ Virgil said. â€œYou think she had a hand in it?â€

â€œNo, no. Iâ€™m sure she didnâ€™t,â€ Mattson said. 

â€œSheâ€™s  a  pretty  messed-up  olâ€™  gal.  But

something  was  going  on  with  Sanderson.  He  mightâ€™ve known the kil er.â€

â€œBe 

there 

in 

ten 

minutes,â€ 

Virgil 

said. 

â€œYouâ€™re up on the hil , by the old courthouse?â€

â€œRight there. We got coffee coming.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  WAS  MEDIUM-TALL  and  lanky,  mid-thirties, weathered, with blond hair worn on his shoulders, too long for a cop. Heâ€™d once sported an earring, but after two weeks decided that he looked like an asshole and got rid of it. 

Heâ€™d  been  a  high  school  jock,  and  played  university-level basebal  for a couple of years. When he didnâ€™t show up for the third year, the coaches hadnâ€™t beaten his door down. Good on defense, with a strong arm from third base, he  just  couldnâ€™t  see  a  col ege-level  fastbal ,  and  was hitting .190 at the end of his second season. 

Heâ€™d  also  picked  up  on  the  fact  that  the  slender, brown-haired,  big-boobed  literature  students,  the  ones  who turned  his  crank,  didnâ€™t  give  a  ratâ€™s  ass  about basebal ,  didnâ€™t  know  Mike  Schmidt  from  Wil ie  Mays, but  could  tel   you  anything  you  wanted  to  know  about  Jean-Paul  Sartre  or  those  other  French  guys.  Derrida.  Foucault. 

Whatever. 

Virgil drifted through col ege, changing majors a couple of

Virgil drifted through col ege, changing majors a couple of times,  and  wound  up  with  a  degree  in  ecological  science. 

The demand for ecologists wasnâ€™t that great when he got out of school, so he volunteered for Army Officer Candidate School.  Heâ€™d  been  thinking  infantry,  but  the  army  made him an MP. Got in some fights, but never shot at anyone. 

Back in civilian life, there stil  wasnâ€™t much demand for ecologists, so he hooked up with the St. Paul cops. After a few years of that, he moved along to the Bureau of Criminal Apprehension,  pul ed  in  by  Lucas  Davenport,  a  political appointee  and  the  BCAâ€™s  semi-official  wild  hair.  When he came over, Davenport had told him that theyâ€™d put him on the hard stuff. And they did. 

Â 

Â 

VIRGILWAS A  WRITER  in  his  spare  time;  or,  on  occasion, got his reporting done by taking a few hours of undertime. 

A lifelong outdoorsman, he wrote for a variety of hook-and-bul et magazines, enough that he was becoming a regular at some of them and was making a name. He told people it was for the extra money, but he loved seeing his byline on a story, his  credit  line  on  a  photographâ€”and  he  loved  it  when somebody  came  up  at  a  sports  show  and  asked,  â€œAre you  the  Virgil  Flowers  who  wrote  that  musky  article  in Grayâ€™s?â€

He loved pushing out on a stream, or a lake, at 5:30 on a

cool  summer  morning  with  the  sun  on  the  horizon  and  the steam coming off the stil  water. He liked stil -hunting for deer, ghosting  through  the  woods  with  the  snow  fal ing  down around him, shifting through the pines. . . . 

Virgilâ€™s home base was in the south Minnesota town of Mankato,  and  he  worked  the  counties  general y  south  and west of the Twin Cities metro area, down to the Iowa line, out west  to  South  Dakota.  That  had  been  changing,  and Davenport  had  been  pul ing  him  into  the  metro  area  more often. Virgil had an astonishing clearance rate with the BCA, as heâ€™d had with the St. Paul cops. 

Nobody, including Virgil, knew exactly how he did it, but it seemed to derive from a combination of hanging out on the corner, bul shit, rumor, skepticism, luck, and possibly prayer. 

Davenport liked it because it worked. 

Â 

Â 

THIS CASE HAD BEGUN in the town of New Ulm, right in the heart  of  Virgilâ€™s  home  territory,  when  a  man  named Chuck Utecht had turned up dead and mutilated at the foot of the  local  veteransâ€™  monument.  He  had  a  lemon  in  his mouth and had been shot twice in the head with a .22-caliber pistol. The .22 was a target shooterâ€™s piece, or a stone-cold kil erâ€™s. It was not the kind of gun that a man would keep  for  self-protection  or  as  a  carry  weapon.  That  was

interesting. 

Virgil had spent much of the two weeks going in and out of the Brown County Law Enforcement Center, working with the New  Ulm  cops  and  Brown  County  sheriffâ€™s  deputies, doing  interviews,  pushing  the  little  bits  of  evidence  around, looking  for  somebody  who  might  hate  Utecht  enough  to  kil him.  At  the  end  of  the  two  weeks,  heâ€™d  been  thinking about  checking  out  the  local  food  stores,  to  see  whoâ€™d been  buying  lemonsâ€”at  that  point,  he  had  zip.  Nada. 

Nothing.  Utecht  had  run  a  title  company;  who  hates  a  title company? 

Heâ€™d talked to Utechtâ€™s wife, Marilyn, three times, and even she didnâ€™t seem to have a strong opinion about the man. His death had been more of an inconvenience than a  tragedy,  although,  Virgil  said  to  himself,  that  might  be unfair.  Marilyn  may  have  been  in  the  grip  of  some  strong, hidden current of emotion that he simply hadnâ€™t felt. 

Or not. 

Death  had  a  strange  effect  on  the  left-behind  people. 

Some found peace and a new life; some clutched the death to their breasts. 

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL HAD KILLED a man the year before, and hadnâ€™t quite gotten over it. He spoke with God about it some nights. 

He  wasnâ€™t  sure,  but  he  thought  the  kil ing  might  have made  him  a  bit  more  sober  than  he  had  been,  might  have aged him a little. 

On the other hand, here he was, tearing through the night, wearing a Bif Naked T-shirt and cowboy boots, with a guilty, semi-chafed dick. He made the turn on 36 and ran it up to a hundred and five. Wil ie Nelson came up on the satel ite radio with  â€œGravedigger,â€  one  of  Virgilâ€™s  top-five  Wil ie songs of al  time, and he started to rock with it, singing along, and  not  badly,  burning  up  the  highway  toward  the  lights  of Stil water. 

Â 

Â 

HE  GOT  OFF AT  Osgood Avenue  and  headed  north,  past the  cemetery,  through  the  dark  streets,  through  a  stop  sign, without  hesitating,  over  a  hump  toward  a  barricade  and  al the lights of the cops beyond. At the barricade, he held up his ID and a cop came over and looked at it, said, â€œItâ€™s a mess,â€ and let him through. He rol ed down a slope, found a  hole  in  the  pile  of  cop  cars,  stuck  the  truck  into  it,  and climbed out. 

There were cars from Washington County, Stil water, Oak Park Heights, a fire truck, and even a cop car from Hudson, across  the  river  in  Wisconsin.  No  sign  of  the  crime-scene van.  Though  it  was  coming  up  on  four  oâ€™clock  in  the

morning,  local  residents  were  clustering  around  the  police barricades,  chatting  with  the  cops  and  each  other,  or standing  on  front  lawns,  looking  down  at  the  memorial.  A number of them were carrying coffee cups, and when he got out of the truck, Virgil could smel  coffee on the night air. 

The  courthouse  was  an  old  brown-brick  relic  with  an Italianate cupola, sitting on a bump on a hil  that looked down on the old river town. Virgil had been there once before, for a wedding  out  on  the  lawnâ€”Civil  War  statue  to  one  side, spires  of  the  churches  poking  through  the  trees,  narrow streets, clapboard houses from the days when the river was clogged with logs and made Stil water temporarily rich. 

Slightly  down  the  bump  from  the  courthouse,  and  across the  street,  the  sixty-foot  stainless-steel  veteransâ€™

memorial  was  glittering  in  the  work  lights  set  up  by  the firemen.  In  the  middle  of  it,  under  a  spear-pointed  shaft reflective of the steeples down the hil , a gated fence, like the kind  that  gas-company  workers  set  up  around  manholes, shielded the body from the public eye. Virgil walked on down, picked out a clump of big thick-chested men who looked like the local authority, and headed toward them. 

One  of  the  men,  a  square-shouldered  fifty-year-old  with  a brush  mustache,  dressed  in  a  rumpled  suit,  nodded  at  him, and asked, â€œYou Virgil Flowers?â€

â€œYeah, I am,â€  Virgil said. 

They  shook  hands,  and  the  man  said,  â€œTom Mattson,â€ and then gestured to the two men heâ€™d been standing with and said, â€œDarryl Cunningham, Washington County chief deputy, and Jim Brandt, my assistant chief.â€

Virgil shook their hands and noticed al  three noticing his Bif  Naked  T-shirt  and  he  didnâ€™t  explain  it,  because  he didnâ€™t  do  that.  If  they  wanted  to  know,  they  could  ask. 

â€œWhereâ€™s the crime-scene guys?â€

Mattson shook his head, and Cunningham said, â€œThere might  have  been  some  miscommunication.  They  didnâ€™t get rol ing as quick as they could.â€

â€œA  fuckinâ€™  clown  car  would  have  been  here  by now,â€  Brandt fumed. 

Cunningham  said,  â€œHey,  câ€™mon  .  .  .â€  He  was real y saying,  Not in front of the state guy. 

â€œIt  happens,â€  Virgil  said,  letting  everybody  off  the hook. â€œMind if I take a look?â€

Â 

Â 

THEY  WALKED  DOWN  to  the  utility  fence  as  a  group, Mattson  fil ing  him  in  on  how  the  body  had  been  found. 

â€œHe  was  out  walking  his  dog,  a  German  shepherd.  The dog  was  shot  right  between  the  eyes.  Itâ€™s  down  below, there.â€

â€œTakes  a  good  shot  to  kil   a  big  shepherd  with  one round,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œEspecial y  since,  if  you  missed,  the  dog  would  eat your ass alive. The girlfriend says it was security-trained.â€

The  utility  fence  was  hip-high  and  consisted  of  two overlapping  C-shaped  metal  frames  covered  with  canvas panels. A space between the Cs al owed the cops to come and  go.  The  fence  was  ten  feet  back  from  the  body.  Virgil stepped  through  the  space  between  the  two  arcs  of  fence, watching where he put his feet, and eased up close enough to  see  the  bul et  wounds  in  Sandersonâ€™s  head;  bul et wounds  with  some  burn  and  debris.  The  muzzle  of  the  gun hadnâ€™t  been  more  than  an  inch  or  two  from Sandersonâ€™s forehead. 

A quarter of a lemon was visible between the victimâ€™s thin lips, clenched by yel owed teeth. Sanderson looked like he was in his late fifties or early sixties. He had rough, square hands; a workingmanâ€™s hands. 

The  kil ing  looked  exactly  like  the  Utecht  murder.  Virgil stared at the body for another ten seconds, was about to turn away when he noticed a hard curve in the jogging suit, slightly under the body. 

He  looked  back  over  his  shoulder:  â€œSo  the  crime-scene  guys  know,  Iâ€™m  going  to  touch  his  suit.â€  He checked the concrete between himself and the body to make

sure  he  wouldnâ€™t  disturb  anything,  then  duckwalked forward a couple of feet, reached out, and touched the hard curve. Shook his head, stood up. 

â€œWhat?â€  Mattson asked. 

â€œHeâ€™s got a gun in his pocket,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œAre you shitting me?â€

â€œNo.  I  could  feel  the  cylinder  cuts,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œYou might want to check and see if heâ€™s got a carry permit, and if he does, when he got it.â€

â€œThat means . . . he knew something was coming.â€

â€œMaybe,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

â€œCRIME  SCENEâ€™S  HERE,â€  Cunningham  said, looking back up the street. 

Virgil  stepped  away,  back  to  the  fence,  and  out,  and Mattson asked, â€œWhat do you think?â€

â€œSame  as  New  Ulm.  The  gunshots  look  identical.  A

.22, from two inches. One differenceâ€”Sandersonâ€™s got some abrasions on his neck, like he was choked. Didnâ€™t see that at New Ulm. But the lemonâ€™s not public, yet, and that pretty much ties it up.â€

â€œSome  of  the  media  know  about  the  lemon,â€

Mattson  said.  â€œI  had  Linda  Bennett  from  KSTP,  she asked me if there was a lemon in his mouth.â€

â€œYeah,  some  of  them  know.  We  asked  them  not  to report  it.  But  theyâ€™l   be  connecting  the  dots,  the veteransâ€™  memorial,â€  Virgil  said,  looking  up  at  the hoops and struts of the memorial. â€œI hope we can hold the line on the lemon. Donâ€™t need any copycats.â€

â€œYou  actual y  know  of  any  copycats?â€  Cunningham asked. He seemed genuinely curious. 

Virgil grinned and said, â€œNo, but Iâ€™ve seen them on TV shows.â€

â€œSpeaking of which,â€ Mattson said. Virgil looked up the hil  and saw a white SUV do a U-turn at the barricade. A logo on the door said WCCO. 

â€œIâ€™m  surprised  they  took  so  long,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œYou  guys  ought  to  take  five  minutes  to  think  about whoâ€™s going to say what. The whole bunch of them wil  be down here, and theyâ€™l  be al  over you.â€

They al  looked over the fence at the body, which looked a little like a scarecrow, deflated and dead, and Brandt asked, â€œWhat the hel â€™s going on?â€

â€œWish  you  could  tel   me,â€  Virgil  said.  The  crime-scene van was squeezing down the hil , and a cop car had to be moved so it could get past. 

â€œYou al  through here?â€  Cunningham asked. 

â€œYeahâ€”nothing  much  for  me  to  do,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œI ainâ€™t Sherlock Holmes.â€

Cunningham  said,  â€œI  talked  to  Jimmy  Stryker  at  the sheriffâ€™s meet last month, and he thinks you are.â€

Virgil said, â€œWel , weâ€™re friends.â€

â€œHe  said  you  were  friends  with  his  sister,  tooâ€”for  a while,â€  Cunningham said. 

Virgil nodded at him, sharp and quick. â€œShips passing in the night, Sheriff.â€ He wasnâ€™t going to step into that bog.  â€œI  would  like  to  talk  to  Sandersonâ€™s  girlfriend. 

We need to know why he was carrying a revolver.â€

Mattson nodded. â€œSheâ€™s available.â€

3

SANDERSON HAD lived three blocks from the veteransâ€™

memorial, up the hil , past the courthouse, and down a dark side  street.  Brandt  walked  along  with  him,  to  show  him  the way and to fil  him in on the dead manâ€™s background. 

â€œWe al  knew him,â€ Brandt said. â€œHe used to be a building inspector for the city. He was a carpenter before that. He was around al  the time.â€

â€œNice guy? Bad guy?â€

â€œYou  knowâ€”had  a  little  mean  streak,  but  wasnâ€™t too bad when you got to know him. Short-guy stuff,â€ Brandt said. â€œHeâ€™d get in your face. But nobody, you know, took him al  that seriously. Never knew him to actual y get in a fight or anything. Youâ€™d see him, you might stop and chat. 

One of the guys around town.â€

â€œSo . . . you said he used to work for the city,â€ Virgil said. â€œWhat was he doing now?â€

â€œHe retired, took the pension, started rehabbing these old  Victorians.  Heâ€™d  buy  one,  live  in  it,  and  rehab  it,â€

Brandt  said.  â€œThatâ€™s  how  he  met  Sal y.  His girlfriendâ€™s Sal y Owen, sheâ€™s a decorator in one of the shops downtown.â€

â€œYounger woman?â€

â€œNo,  they  must  be  about  the  same  age.  Sanderson was  fifty-nine.  Sal y  might  even  be  a  year  or  two  older.  Her husband  was  a  contractor,  died  of  a  heart  attack  maybe three, four years ago. She and Bobby hooked up a couple of years back.â€

â€œBuilding inspectors have a reputation, sometimes, for taking a little schmear here and there,â€  Virgil said. 

Brandt shook his head. â€œNever heard anything like that about  him.  Didnâ€™t  have  that  smel .  Heâ€™d  tag  a  site, but I never heard that he was taking money.â€

â€œSo, just a guy,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œYeah, pretty much.â€

â€œA veteran.â€

Brandtâ€™s  forehead  wrinkled.  â€œYeah.  We  asked Sal y when we talked to her. Two years in Korea, during the Vietnam  War.  Drafted,  got  out  as  quick  as  he  could.  We could check, to pin it down, but thatâ€™s what she said.â€

â€œProbably need to check,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œThe guy in New Ulmâ€”he was a vet?â€

â€œNope.  No,  he  was  the  right  age  for  the  draft,  but  he had  a  heart  murmur  or  something,â€  Virgil  said.  And  it bothered  himâ€”why  had  a  nonvet  been  left  at  a

veteransâ€™ monument? 

WALKED  ALONG  A  BIT.  Then  Virgil  asked,  â€œYou  find anybody who heard the shots? Three shots?â€

â€œNope. Thatâ€™s unusual. Every time a car backfires, we  get  cal s,â€  Brandt  said.  â€œEven  a  .22  is  pretty noticeable,  especial y  in  the  middle  of  the  night.  Weâ€™re stil  knocking on doors, but the further away we get from the scene,  the  less  likely  it  is  that  somebody  would  have  heard anything.â€

Virgil  thought:  Silencer?   Silencers  were  so  rare  in  crime circles  as  to  be  almost  mythical.  A  few  leaked  out  on  the street  from  military  sources,  but  that  was  almost  al   on  the East  Coast,  and  people  who  got  them  were  usual y jerkwaters showing off for their gun-club pals. Stil , somebody should have heard a shot on a quiet street, with houses only a couple hundred feet away. 

A professional assassin might have a silencer . . . but the only  professional  assassins  he  knew  about,  other  than  one that  Davenport  had  tangled  with,  were  like  copycat kil ersâ€”on television. 

Â 

Â 

SANDERSONâ€™S HOUSE was an 1890s cream-and-teal clapboard  near-mansion  that  had  been  reworked  into  a duplex, set back and screened from the street by a hedge of

ancient lilacs. A scaffold was hung on one side of the house, with  a  pile  of  boards  set  up  on  two-by-sixes,  and  covered with a plastic sheet, on the ground below it. 

As they passed the driveway on the way to the front walk, Virgil  could  see  a  pickup  truck  and,  behind  it,  the  dark rounded shape of a fishing boat. A Stil water cop answered the  doorbel .  They  stepped  inside  to  heavy-duty  air-conditioning  that  made  the  hair  prickle  on  Virgilâ€™s forearms. 

Sal y Owen was sitting on a bar chair next to a work island in the kitchen. The kitchen had been recently refurbished with European  appliances  with  a  deep-red  finish  and  black granite countertops. Virgil could smel  fresh drywal , and the maple flooring was shiny and unblemished by sand or age. 

â€œMiz Owen,â€ Brandt said. â€œThis is Virgil Flowers, heâ€™s  with  the  state  Bureau  of  Criminal  Apprehension, heâ€™s going to be handling this . . . incident. Uh, he wanted to chat with you. . . .â€

â€œYou donâ€™t look like a police officer,â€ Owen said, with a smal  sad smile. â€œYou look like a hippie.â€

â€œI  was  out  dancing  last  night,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œI came on the run.â€

â€œIâ€™l  leave you to it,â€ Brandt said. â€œI gotta get back.â€

When  heâ€™d  gone,  Owen  said,  â€œSo.  Youâ€™re tel ing me that you got rhythm?â€

â€œHard  to  believe,  huh?â€  Virgil  said.  There  was another bar chair across the counter from her, and he pul ed it out and slid onto it. 

â€œHard to believe,â€ she said, and then she turned half away and her eyes defocused, and Virgil had the feeling that he  wasnâ€™t  real y  talking  to  her  at  that  instant,  sheâ€™d gone  somewhere  else.  Owen  had  short  brown  hair  with filaments  of  gray,  and  deep  brown  eyes.  Sheâ€™d  never been a beautiful woman, but now she was getting a late-life revenge  on  her  contemporaries  who  had  been:  she  had porcelain-smooth skin, with a soft summer tan; slender face and  arms,  like  a  bike  riderâ€™s;  an  attractive  square-chinned smile. 

Virgil let her go for a moment, to wherever sheâ€™d gone, then brought her back. â€œDid you know that Bobby took a gun with him tonight?â€

Brown eyes snapped back: â€œNo . . . are you sure?â€

â€œYes. You knew he had a gun?â€

She  nodded.  â€œHe  has  some  hunting  rifles,  but thereâ€™s only one pistol . . . it was a pistol? It must have been.â€

â€œYes.â€

She  stood  up.  â€œLet  me  look.â€  She  led  him  back through the house, to the bedroom, a neat, compact cubicle with a queen-size bed, covered only with sheets, with a quilt folded  back  to  its  foot,  two  chests  of  drawers,  and  a  closet with  folding  doors.  Owen  knelt  next  to  one  of  the  bureaus, pul ed out the bottom drawer, pushed a hand under a pile of sweatshirts, and said, â€œItâ€™s gone.â€

She  stood  up  and  shook  her  head.  â€œHe  never  took  it before. I would have known.â€

â€œChief Mattson said you had a story about Bobby,â€

Virgil  said.  He  drifted  back  toward  the  kitchen,  pul ing  her along  as  if  by  gravity.  â€œWhat  happened  the  other night?â€

She  busied  herself,  getting  coffee.  â€œAl   Iâ€™ve  got  is instant. . . . I told him not to go out.â€

â€œInstantâ€™s 

fine,â€ 

Virgil 

said. 

â€œWhy

shouldnâ€™t he walk the dog?â€

â€œSomething was going on, and he wouldnâ€™t tel  me about it. Two nights ago, some men came to see himâ€”they were talking in the street. Arguing.â€

â€œWas he afraid of them?â€

She paused with a jar of instant coffee, a puzzled look on her face. â€œNo, no, he wasnâ€™t afraid of  them. Whatever it  was,  whatever  they  were  talking  about,  thatâ€™s  why  he

took  the  gun  with  him.  He  was  real y  upset  when  he  came back in.â€

â€œWhat did the guys look like?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œI only saw one of them clearlyâ€”I didnâ€™t know him, but  he  looked  like  a  cop,â€  Owen  said.  â€œLike  a policeman. He had that attitude. He was always hooking one thumb in his belt, like you see cops do. I donâ€™t knowâ€”I thought he was a cop.â€

Virgil took his notebook out of his jacket pocket. It was a black  European-style  notebook  cal ed  a  Moleskine,  with  an elastic band to keep it closed. He bought them a dozen at a time,  one  for  each  heavy  case  he  worked.  When  he  was done with a case, he put the notebookâ€”or several of them sometimesâ€”on a bookshelf, a vein to be mined if he ever started writing fiction. 

He  slipped  the  elastic  on  the  cover,  flipped  open  the notebook, wrote, â€œcop.â€

â€œYou couldnâ€™t see the other guy?â€  he asked. 

â€œNo.  Not  very  wel .  But  I  got  the  feeling  that  he  might have been an Indian.â€

â€œYou  mean,  like,  a  dot  on  the  forehead?  Or  an American Indian?â€

â€œAmerican  Indian,â€  Owen  said.  â€œI  couldnâ€™t see him very wel , but he was stocky and had short hair, but

there  was  something  about  the  way  he  dressed  that  made me  think  Indian.  He  was  wearing  a  jean  jacket  and Leviâ€™s, and I think he came on a motorcycle and walked down here, because I heard a motorcycle before Bobby went out,  and  then,  when  he  came  back  in,  I  heard  a  motorcycle pul ing away. The cop guy came in a car.â€

â€œWhat kind of car?â€

She  showed  a  smal   smile.  She  knew  the  answer  to  this one: â€œA Jeep. I had one just like it, my al -time favorite. A red  Jeep  Cherokee.â€  Then  she  turned  away  from  him again, like the first time he lost her, and she said, â€œGod, why  did  this  happen?â€  and  she  shook  a  little,  standing there with the coffee in her hands. 

â€œYou okay?â€ Virgil asked after a moment. He wrote â€œred 

Cherokeeâ€ 

in 

his 

notebook, 

and

â€œIndian/motorcycle.â€

â€œNo, Iâ€™m not,â€  she said. 

â€œIâ€™m sorry,â€ he said. â€œYou okay for a couple more questions?â€

â€œYeah,  let  me  get  this  coffee  going.â€  She  spooned coffee into two china mugs, fil ed them with water, stirred, and stuck  them  in  a  microwave;  the  whole  procedure  was  so practiced that Virgil would have bet she did it every morning with  Sanderson.  â€œSomething  else,â€  she  said. 

â€œItâ€™s  possible  that  the  Indianâ€™s  name  is  Ray.  I

â€œItâ€™s  possible  that  the  Indianâ€™s  name  is  Ray.  I donâ€™t know that, but it could be.â€

â€œWhy  Ray?â€  The  microwave  beeped  and  she  took the cups out, and slid one across to Virgil. They both took a sip, the coffee strong and boiling hot, and Virgil said again, â€œRay?â€

Ray  was  an  Indian,  an  Ojibwa,  a  Chippewa,  from  Red Lake.  Sheâ€™d  never  met  him,  but  he  was  an  old  pal  of Sandersonâ€™sâ€”Bobby  never  explained  how  they metâ€”and the past three weeks theyâ€™d been going to vet meetings in St. Paul. 

Virgil perked up. â€œVet meetings?â€

â€œYes.  Bobby  didnâ€™t  tel   me  about  those  either.  I mean,  itâ€™s  starting  to  sound  like  he  didnâ€™t  tel   me about anything, but thatâ€™s not true. He could be a talkative man. But these men in the street, these meetings . . . itâ€™s like  he  couldnâ€™t  talk  to  a  woman  about  them.  This  was man stuff, like maybe it went back a long time.â€

Virgil  wrote  â€œRay/Indianâ€  in  his  book,  and  â€œvet meetings.â€

â€œWhen  you  say  vet  meetings,â€  he  asked,  â€œdid you  get  the  impression  it  was  just  a  bunch  of  guys,  a  bul session, or was it more like group therapy or what?â€ Virgil asked. 

â€œGroup therapy. Maybe not exactly that, but more than

a  bul   session.â€  She  squinted  at  him  across  the  work island.  â€œI  donâ€™t  know  why  Bobby  would  need vetâ€™s  therapy,  though.  He  worked  in  a  motor  pool  for some obsolete missile battalion. He said theyâ€™d shoot off their  missiles,  for  practice,  and  they  couldnâ€™t  hit  this mountain that they used as a target.â€

â€œIn Korea.â€

â€œYes.  Someplace  up  in  the  hil s,â€  she  said. 

â€œChunchon? Something like that.â€

â€œYou know which vet center?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œI  donâ€™t  know  exactly,  but  itâ€™s  on  University Avenue  in  St.  Paul.  He  said  something  about  parking  off University.â€

The meeting in the street, she said, had involved the cop-looking guy, the Indian, Sanderson, and a man who never got out of the car. 

â€œThe weird thing about that was, he was sitting in the backseat.  Like  the  cop  guy  had  chauffeured  him  out  here. 

Like he was some big shot. Anyway, at one point, the window rol ed  down,  the  back  window,  and  the  cop  guy  got Bobbyâ€™s  arm  and  tried  to  pul   him  over  there,  and  the Indian guy pushed the cop guy away,â€  she said. 

She  was  becoming  animated  as  she  remembered.  â€œI thought  there  was  going  to  be  a  fight  for  a  minute;  but  then

they al  quieted down and they were looking around like they were  worried  that  they  disturbed  somebody.  Then  they finished up and the Indian man went down the street, and the cop  got  back  in  the  car  and  Bobby  came  in,  and  I  said, â€˜What the heck was al  that?â€™ and he said, â€˜Nothing. 

Some  old  bul shit.  I  donâ€™t  want  to  talk  about  it.  Tel   you some  other  time.â€™  Thatâ€™s  what  he  said,  exactly.  He was harsh about it, so I didnâ€™t want to push him about it. I should of pushed.â€

Virgil wrote it down, exactly. 

Owen  had  an  extra  photograph  of  Sanderson,  taken standing next to his boat, wearing a T-shirt and shorts. â€œI donâ€™t need it back,â€  she said. 

They talked for a few more minutes, but she had only one more thing, having to do with the bowel regularity of the dog. 

â€œIt was like the train coming through town,â€ Owen said. 

â€œThey  were  out  the  door  every  night,  same  time,  within five minutes. Walked the same route. If you knew him, if you wanted to kil  him . . .â€

â€œI  understand  the  dog  was  security-trained,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œSort  of.  You  know,  one  of  those  Wisconsin  places where they say their dogs are al  this great, but you think, if theyâ€™re so great, why are they so cheap? I liked him, he was a good dog, but he wasnâ€™t exactly a wolf.â€

Â 

Â 

HE LEFT HER in the kitchen, staring at the future, went out the  side  door,  took  a  look  at  the  boat.  Boats  had  always been big in Virgilâ€™s life, and this was a nice one, a Lund Pro-V  2025  with  a  two-hundred-horse  Yamaha  hanging  on the  back,  Eagle  trailer,  Lowrance  electronics,  the  ones  with the integrated map and GPS. Sanderson had fitted it with a couple  of  Wave  Whackers,  so  he  did  some  back-trol ing; wal eye fisherman, probably. Nice rig, wel -kept, wel -used. 

Seemed like Sanderson had a nice life going for himself; nice lady, nice job, nice truck, nice fishing rig. 

Virgil moved back toward the front of the house, saw a big man  in  a  Hawaiian  shirt  coming  along  the  street,  limping  a little. â€œShrake?â€

The big man stopped, peered into the dark. â€œVirgil?â€

â€œYouâ€™re  limping,â€  Virgil  said,  moving  into  the light. 

â€œAh,  man.â€  Shrake  was  a  BCA  agent,  one  of  the agencyâ€™s  two  official  thugs.  He  liked  nothing  more  than running into a bad bar, jerking some dickweed off a barstool in midsentence, and dragging his ass past his pals and into the  waiting  cop  car.  â€œI  think  I  pul ed  a  muscle  in  my butt.â€

â€œChrist,  you  smel   like  somebody  poured  a  bottle  of Jim Beam on your head,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œThat fuckinâ€™ Jenkins ...â€

Virgil started to laugh. 

â€œThat fuckinâ€™ Jenkins set me up with a hot date,â€

Shrake said, hitching up his pants. â€œShe was already out of control when I picked her up. Smel ed like sheâ€™d been brushing her teeth with bourbon. She drank while she danced

.  .  .  then  she  fel   down  and  I  stupidly  tried  to  catch  her.  .  .  . 

Anywayâ€”what should I do?â€

â€œI  donâ€™t  know,â€  Virgil  said.  And,  â€œWhy  are you out here?â€

â€œDavenport  cal ed  me  up,  said  you  might  need  some backup.â€ Shrake cocked his head. â€œHe said you were banging Janey Carter when he cal ed.â€

â€œActual y,  itâ€™s  Janey  Smal   .  .  .  ah,  never  mind. 

Listen, thereâ€™s not much to do. The locals are knocking the doors, weâ€™re waiting for the MEâ€”â€

â€œThe MEâ€™s here,â€  Shrake said. 

â€œOkay.  But  to  tel   you  the  truth,  and  I  hate  to  say  it,  it looks professional,â€ Virgil said. â€œThere ainâ€™t gonna be much.â€

â€œYeah?â€  Shrake  was  interested.  â€œSame  guy  as that New Ulm kil ing, you think?â€

â€œSame  guy,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œFrom  looking  at  it, Iâ€™d  say  our  best  hope  is  that  he  only  had  two  targets. 

Iâ€™ve got some stuff to check out in the morning, but this is gonna be tough.â€

â€œWel ,  you  know  what  they  say,â€  Shrake  said. 

â€œWhen  the  going  gets  tough,  try  to  unload  it  on  that fuckinâ€™ Flowers.â€

The problem with a pro was that thereâ€™d be none of the usual  skein  of  connections  that  tied  a  kil er  to  a  victim.  The crime scene would be useless, because a pro wouldnâ€™t leave  anything  behind.  If  a  bunch  of  bodies  added  up  to  a motive  for  some  particular  personâ€”the  person  who  hired the proâ€”that person would have an alibi for the time of the kil ings, and could stand silent when questioned. The pro, in the  meantime,  might  have  come  from  anywhere,  and  might have  gone  anywhere  after  the  kil ings.  With  hundreds  of thousands of people moving through the metro area on any given day, how did you pick the murderous needle out of the innocent haystack? 

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  AND  SHRAKE  walked  together  back  to  the veteransâ€™ memorial. The TV trucks had al  come in, and Mattson  was  standing  in  a  pool  of  light,  talking  to  three reporters. Brandt came over and asked, â€œYou done with

Miz Owen?â€

â€œFor tonight. If you could find a friend . . .â€

â€œGot  her  sister  coming  over.  She  lives  in  Eagan, itâ€™l  take a while, but sheâ€™s coming,â€  Brandt said. 

â€œGood,â€  Virgil  said.  He  nodded  toward  the monument. â€œThe MEâ€™s guys say anything?â€

â€œYeah. He was shot twice. In the head.â€

â€œWel , shit, what more do you want?â€ Shrake asked. 

Brandtâ€™s  nosed  twitched,  picking  up  Shrakeâ€™s bourbon bouquet, and Shrake sidled away. 

Brandt said to Virgil, â€œThe mayor would like to talk to you.â€

â€œSure,â€  Virgil said. â€œWhere is he?â€

Â 

Â 

BRANDT  TOOK  THEM  OVER,  Shrake  staying  downwind. 

The  mayor  was  a  short,  pudgy  man,  a  professional  smiler and  a  meet-your-eyes-with-compassion  sort  of  guy,  whose facial  muscles  were  now  misbehaving.  He  said  to  Virgil, â€œWhat-a, what-a, what-a . . .â€

Virgil knew what he was trying to ask, and said, â€œThis doesnâ€™t have anything to do with your townâ€”I think Mr. 

Sanderson  was  a  specific  target.  The  same  man  kil ed another victim down in New Ulm. Thatâ€™s what I think. You

donâ€™t have much to worry about.â€

â€œThank you for that,â€ the mayor said. He rubbed his hands nervously, peering about at the crime scene. â€œI feel so bad for Sal y. Gosh, I hope she gets through this okay.â€

He  seemed  to  mean  it,  and  Virgil  nodded  and  said  to Shrake, â€œWe oughta head back. We need to get at some computers.â€

Shrake  nodded.  Virgil  said  a  few  more  words  to  the mayor, gave his card, with a couple of spares, to Brandt, and told him to cal  if  anything turned up. â€œThe guy had to get here somehow. If anybody even thinks they might have seen a car, or a guy . . .â€

â€œWeâ€™re doing it al , man,â€  Brandt said. 

The mayor said to Brandt, â€œAnd  good for you. Good for you,  by golly.â€

On the way back to his car, Virgil asked Shrake if he knew anything about a veteransâ€™ center on University Avenue. 

â€œSure. Something going on there?â€

Virgil told Shrake about Sanderson and the therapy group, and Shrake said, â€œSounds right. Thatâ€™s what they do there.â€

â€œE-mail  me  an  address  or  something,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œI gotta get some sleep before I go back out.â€

â€œMe, too,â€  Shrake said, and yawned. 

Virgil  felt  somebody  step  close  behind  him  and  then  a smal   hand  slipped  into  his  back  pocket,  tight  inside  the jeans. He twisted and looked back over his shoulder: Daisy Jones, blond, slender, a little tattered around the eyes, glitter lipstick with tooth holes in it. 

â€œVirgil  Flowers,  as  I  live  and  breathe,â€  she  said, moving close, letting the pheromones work on him. â€œI was laying in bed tonight . . .â€

â€œLaying?  Real y?  Not  lying?â€  Virgil  said.  She  did smel   good.  She  only  used  the  choicest  French  perfumes, which reached out like the softest of fingers. 

She ignored him, continued: â€œ. . . when I felt a kind of feminine orgasmic wave cross over the metro area. I said to myself,  â€˜Daisy,  girl,  that  fuckinâ€™  Flowers  must  have come back to town.â€™â€

â€œThat was me,â€  Virgil admitted. 

â€œI got my sap,â€ Shrake said to Virgil. â€œWe could whack her, throw her body in the lilacs.â€

â€œShrake,  you  gorgeous  hunk,  I  get  so  aroused  when you  talk  about  my  body,â€  Jones  said.  She  pressed  her hand against Shrakeâ€™s chest, lightly scratching with long nails, and made him smile. â€œIs it true that this murdered man  had  a  lemon  in  his  mouth,  and  was  shot  twice,  an

identical kil ing to the one in New Ulm?â€

â€œGoddamnit, Daisy, we donâ€™t need that lemon stuff out there,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œOh,  horseshit,â€  she  said.  â€œThe  kil er  knows  he does  it.  You  know  he  does  it.  I  know  he  does  it.  The  only people  who  donâ€™t  know  he  does  it  are  the  stupes.  So Iâ€™m  going  to  put  it  on  the  air,  unless  you  give  me something better.â€

â€œOkay,  hereâ€™s  something  better,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œYes.â€

â€œYes, what?â€

â€œThe kil ings are virtual y identical,â€ he said. â€œThe same guy did them both.â€

â€œCan I quote you?â€  she asked. 

â€œYou  can  say  that  you  spoke  to  me  briefly,  and  that  I acknowledged  that  there  were  striking  similarities  between the two,â€  Virgil said. 

She stuck out a lower lip: â€œIâ€™m not sure thatâ€™s enough to kil  the lemon angle. The lemon has a certain . . . 

interest about it.â€

â€œA lemon twist,â€  Shrake offered. 

â€œOh,  shit!  Thatâ€™s  my  lead,â€  Daisy  said. 

â€œThank you, Shrake.â€

â€œOkay.  Youâ€™re  gonna  use  it,â€  Virgil  said.  He stepped toward the TV lights. â€œIâ€™l  go over and go on camera  with  these  other  guys,  and  give  them  my  opinion about the kil ings. . . .â€

â€œVirgilâ€”donâ€™t  do  that,â€  she  said,  hooking  his arm. 

â€œDaisy ...â€

â€œ All right.  But  if  anybody  else  squeals  lemon,  Iâ€™l be five seconds behind them.â€

â€œIf  you  use  my  name  on  the  air,â€  Virgil  said, â€œmention that thing about the orgasmic wave, huh?â€

Â 

Â 

AS THEY WALKED away from her, Shrake said, â€œI think sheâ€™s getting better as she gets older.â€

â€œYeah.â€

â€œDid you ever . . . ?â€

â€œNo,  I  did  not,  for  Christâ€™s  sakes.  I  donâ€™t  .  .  . 

Never mind.â€

â€œYou  mean,  fuck  everybody?â€  Shrake  was  enjoying himself. 

â€œShrake ...â€

â€œDavenport  tried  to  do  that,  you  know,  before  he  got

married. You guys are somewhat alike.â€

â€œBul shit. Iâ€™m a  lot better-looking.â€

4

VIRGIL WAS staying at the Emerald Inn, made it back about a  hundred  feet  in  front  of  the  first  rush-hour  car,  went  to  his room, got undressed, set the alarm, and fel  facedown on the bed. 

Too much. 

Four Leinieâ€™s at the club, bedtime with Janey, then the murder.  Heâ€™d  started  the  day  at  five  oâ€™clock  in  the morning  in  Mankato,  eighty  miles  south  of  the  Twin  Cities, and now was twenty-five hours down the line, with a hard day coming up. 

He would have been asleep in forty seconds, except thirty seconds after he landed facedown, the nightstand beeped at him. Beeped again thirty seconds later; again thirty seconds after that. No point in resisting: it wasnâ€™t going to quit. 

He  pushed  up  on  his  elbows,  looked  at  the  nightstand. 

Nothing there but a pile of dol ar bil s, the clock, and the lamp. 

Another beep. Had to be the clock, which had gone nuts for some reason. There was nothing to turn off except the alarm, and  he  needed  the  alarm,  so  he  put  the  clock  on  the  floor, pushed it under the bed, and dropped back on the pil ow. 

Another beep, right next to his ear. 

Groggy, he looked at the nightstand. Nothing now but a pile of dol ar bil s and the lamp. He pul ed open the only drawer, found  a  Gideonâ€™s  Bible,  which  he  opened.  The  Gideon was not beeping him. 

Another beep. The lamp beeped? With the feeling that he was  actual y  going  insane,  he  inspected  the  lamp  but  could find no sign of anything that might beep. Heâ€™d just drawn back from it, looking at his pil ow, when it beeped again. 

He was losing it, he thought. There was nothing there; the beep  was  in  his  head,  and  it  would  never  go  away.  He flashed  on  a  scene  with  himself  at  the  Mayo  Clinic, surrounded by shrinks, shaking their heads at the syndrome now known as Flowersâ€™s Beep. 

He reached out to the stack of dol ar bil s . . . and found his cel  phone beneath them, thin enough to be invisible. The low-battery warning. Jesus. He staggered over to his briefcase, got  out  the  charger,  plugged  it  in,  and  thought  later  that  he must have passed out while hanging in midair over the bed, fal ing onto the pil ow. 

Â 

Â 

WHEN  THE ALARM  went  off  at  nine  oâ€™clock,  he  woke bright-eyed,  but  in  the  bright-eyed,  dazed  way  that  means heâ€™d  feel  like  death  at  two  oâ€™clock  in  the  afternoon. 

He cleaned up, staring at himself in the mirror as he shaved, 

and then said to his own image, â€œYouâ€™re too old for that Janey thing. You gotta wake up and fly right, Virgil. This is the first day of the rest of your life. You donâ€™t have to   be this way.â€

He  wasnâ€™t  convinced.  He  got  dressed,  and  spent  a moment  choosing  a  T-shirt  that  would  go  with  his moodâ€”eventual y choosing one that said â€œWWTDD.â€

He  pul ed  on  a  blue  sport  coat,  stuck  his  notebook  in  the pocket, smiled at himself in the mirror. 

Not  bad,  except  for  the  black  rings  under  his  eyes.  He checked  his  laptop,  which  was  hooked  into  the  motelâ€™s wireless  system,  and  found  an  e-mail  from  Shrake  with  the vet  centerâ€™s  address.  Shrake  had  also  run  Sanderson through the FBIâ€™s National Crime Information Center, and the  feds  had  come  back  with  two  hits,  both  DWIs  in  the 1980s. 

After  pancakes  and  bacon  and  a  glance  at  the  Star Tribune at a Country Kitchen, Virgil rol ed along behind the last car in the rush hour, west on I-94, got off at 280 and then immediately  at  University Avenue.  The  vet  center  was  in  a long,  old,  undistinguished  brown-brick  building,  between  an art  studio  and  an  architectâ€™s  office.  Virgil  dumped  the truck on the street and went inside. 

Â 

Â 

THE WOMAN AT THE reception desk took a look at his ID

and cal ed the director, listened to her phone for a couple of seconds, then pointed Virgil down the hal . The director was a  Vietnam-era  guy  named  Don  Worth.  He  must  have  been coming up on retirement, Virgil thought, mild-looking with his gray hair in a comb-over, brown sport coat and khakis with a blue button-down shirt, brown loafers. He shook Virgilâ€™s hand after looking at his ID, pointed him at a chair, and said, â€œYou need . . .â€

Virgil  took  the  photograph  of  Sanderson  out  of  his briefcase  and  passed  it  across  the  desk.  â€œHe  was murdered last night. Another man was murdered a couple of weeks ago in New Ulm, in exactly the same way. The bodies were  left  on  veteransâ€™  memorials.  We  think  Mr. 

Sanderson was coming to a veteransâ€™ discussion group, or therapy group, with a man named Ray.â€

He explained briefly about the scene in the street and that Sanderson  had  suddenly  started  carrying  a  gun.  He didnâ€™t mention that the New Ulm victim was not a veteran. 

â€œSo what I need is Rayâ€™s name, and the names of the other people in the group.â€

Worth leaned back in his chair and said, â€œThe way the VA views these kinds of things is, al  the information belongs to the veterans themselves, including names, and weâ€™re not al owed to release it.â€

â€œUnder the circumstances . . .â€  Virgil began. 

Worth picked up his sentence: â€œIâ€™d be an asshole not  to  give  you  something.  I  donâ€™t  know  Ray,  but  I  think Iâ€™ve  seen  him.  I  donâ€™t  know  what  group  heâ€™s  in, either.  But  we  have  a  volunteer  coordinator  named  Chuck Grogan  who  could  tel   you.  Chuck  owns  Perfect  Garage Doors and Fireplaces. Itâ€™s about two miles from here, on Snel ing.â€

Â 

PERFECT GARAGE DOORS was a storefront with parking in what looked like a burned-out lot next door; part of a brick wal   stil   stuck  up  out  of  the  ground  in  back,  and  had  been thoroughly  tagged  by  artists  named  Owl  and  Rosso.  Virgil walked in, under a jingling bel , and found Grogan peering at an old paper wal -map of the Twin Cities. â€œYou know what the trouble is,â€ Grogan said without preamble, â€œis that the roads arenâ€™t always where the maps say they are.â€

â€œThat is one of the troubles,â€ Virgil agreed. Grogan was  a  square  man  with  a  gray  mustache  and  sideburns,  a big  gut  tucked  into  jeans,  and  motorcycle  boots.  If  there wasnâ€™t  a  Harley  in  his  life,  Virgil  would  have  been astonished. He held up his ID: â€œIâ€™m looking for a guy named Ray....â€

Â 

Â 

THEY SAT IN Groganâ€™s office, a drywal  cube ten feet on a side, in squeaking office chairs, garage-door-opener parts in  the  corners,  and  Virgil  told  him  about  it.  Grogan couldnâ€™t  believe  that  Sanderson  had  been  kil ed. 

â€œLike  assassinated?  Holy  shit.  What  do  you  think happened?â€

â€œI donâ€™t know. Thatâ€™s why I want to talk to Ray, and  the  other  guys  in  the  group,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œSee  if anything came up in the group.â€

Grogan was shaking his head. â€œIâ€™m the moderator of  that  group.  Bob  was  only  there  three  times,  I  think.  He came  with  Ray.  Didnâ€™t  say  much,  asked  some questions.â€

â€œWhy was he there, then?â€

Grogan  made  his  hands  into  fists  and  looked  down  at them, turned them over, then said, â€œI think . . . he had a problem.  In  Vietnam.  What  it  was,  I  donâ€™t  know.  We donâ€™t  push  that.  If  itâ€™s  going  to  come  out,  itâ€™l come  out. And  it  usual y  does,  you  know?  Even  with  these hard guys.â€

â€œYou  mean,  like,  atrocities  or  something?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œNo, no. But seeing death, seeing dead people, having people trying to kil  you, maybe trying to kil  other people. Al the stress. We had one guy, a supply guy, flew into Vietnam

the stress. We had one guy, a supply guy, flew into Vietnam as a replacement, trucked up to an advance base, fairly big base, never stepped off it in thirteen months. But once a day, some  Vietcong  with  a  mortar  would  fire  one  round  into  the base.  That  guy  says  when  he  got  up  in  the  morning  that heâ€™d start praying that he didnâ€™t get hit that day, and heâ€™d  pray  al   day  until  the  mortar  came  in,  and  then heâ€™d  stop  praying  until  he  got  up  the  next  morning. 

Literal y prayed until his lips got chapped. Went on for a year

. . . Thatâ€™l  fuckinâ€™ warp your head.â€

â€œSanderson  was  in  the  Army,  but  he  was  never  in Vietnam,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œHe  was  in  Korea,  with  some kind of missile unit.â€

Grogan frowned, leaned back. â€œYou sure? This was a Vietnam vets group.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  what  his  girlfriend  says,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œThe other guy, in New Ulm, wasnâ€™t in the military at al .â€

â€œYou checked al  that?â€  Grogan asked. 

â€œNot real y. Not with the government . . .â€

â€œMaybe thereâ€™s something you donâ€™t know,â€

Grogan said. â€œSome kind of black ops.â€

Virgil shook his head. â€œI was an MP. I met every kind there was in the Army, most of them when they were drunk. 

These  guys  werenâ€™t  operators.  Sanderson  was  a

mechanic.  Utecht  ran  a  title  service,  and  before  that,  he worked for State Farm.â€

Grogan  said,  â€œHuh.  Wel ,  then,  you  better  talk  to  Ray. 

But  Iâ€™l   tel   you  what,  I  think  Sanderson  was  in  Vietnam. 

He seemed to . . . know shit.â€

Rayâ€™s  last  name  was  Bunton,  Grogan  said. 

â€œHeâ€™s  part  Chippewa  and  heâ€™s  got  family  al over. Heâ€™s got a place up in Red Lake. If heâ€™s down here, heâ€™s probably crashing with one of his relatives.â€

â€œHe was in Vietnam?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œYeah,  he  was  pretty  hard-core  infantry,â€  Grogan said. 

â€œAnd he brought in Sanderson.â€

â€œYeah. Donâ€™t know why heâ€™d do that, though, if Sanderson  wasnâ€™t  in-country.  That  was  part  of  the  deal for this group,â€  Grogan said. 

â€œThanks for that,â€  Virgil said, standing up. 

Grogan  scratched  his  head  and  said,  â€œYou  know  .  .  . 

you probably want to talk to this professor who came to some of the meetings. The guys voted to let him in. I saw himâ€”the professorâ€”talking  to  Ray  and  Bob  after  the  last  meeting, out on the street. They were going at it for a while.â€

â€œWhoâ€™s  the  professor?  You  say  they  were arguing?â€

â€œNot arguing, just kinda . . . getting into it. One of those Vietnam  discussions,  where  not  everybody  sees  things  the same way.â€

â€œI  need  that,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œWhatâ€™s  the guyâ€™s  name?  The  professorâ€™s?  Is  he  real y  a professor?â€

â€œYeah,  he  is.  University  of  Wisconsin  at  Madison. 

Mead  Sinclair.  Heâ€™s  doing  research  on  long-term aftereffects of the Vietnam War, is what he says,â€ Grogan said.  â€œThis  last  meeting,  we  were  pushing  him,  and  he said he actual y was an antiwar guy during Vietnam, and  then he says he was in Hanoi with the Jane Fonda group during the war.â€

â€œBet that made everybody happy,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œA  couple  guys  wanted  to  throw  his  ass  out  on  the streetâ€”but  most  of  them,  you  know,  say,  whatever.  Jane Fondaâ€™s  old  and  that  was  a  long  time  ago. Anyway,  he sort of got into it with Ray and Bob. Maybe something came up. . . .â€

â€œThatâ€™s  Mead  Sinclair.â€  Virgil  wrote  it  in  his notebook. 

â€œYep. Pretty snazzy name, huh?â€

Two names: Mead Sinclair, Ray Bunton. 

Virgil  was  out  the  door,  halfway  to  his  car,  when  Grogan cal ed,  â€œHey,  wait  a  minute.  I  might  have  something  for you.â€  Grogan  walked  up  the  side  of  the  building  to  an ancient  Nissan  pickup,  popped  open  the  passenger-side door, and took out an old leather briefcase. He dug around inside  it  for  a  moment,  then  pul ed  out  a  sheaf  of  xeroxed papers,  stapled  together.  â€œWhen  the  professor  asked  if he could sit in, he sent me a paper he wrote on Vietnam. . . . I never read it. Maybe itâ€™d be of some use.â€

He handed it over: a reprint from  Mother Jones magazine, â€œThe Legacy of Agent Orange.â€

Â 

BACK ACROSS TOWN to BCA headquarters. Virgil left the truck in the parking lot, climbed the stairs to Davenportâ€™s office, asked his secretary, Carol, where he could sit with a computer. 

â€œLucas said you can use his office until he gets back. 

After that, weâ€™l  find something else,â€ she said. â€œHe said not to try to pick the lock on the gray steel file. Nothing else is locked.â€

â€œThe gray steel one,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œYeah. Itâ€™s got employee evaluations and that sort of thing in there,â€ she said. Carol was one of the rubbery blondes  who  dominated  the  state  bureaucracy;  sergeant-major types who kept the place going. 

â€œOkay. I wonâ€™t,â€  Virgil said. 

He  sat  in  Davenportâ€™s  chair,  took  a  good  look  at  the lock on the gray steel cabinet, and Carol asked from over his shoulder, from the doorway, â€œWhat do you think?â€

â€œNot a chance,â€ he said. â€œIf it was standard file, I could pop it. This is more like a safe. Lucasâ€™s idea of a joke.â€

â€œIâ€™ve never figured out where he keeps the key,â€

she said. 

â€œProbably on a key ring.â€

â€œHuh. I doubt it. A key ring would break the line of his trousers.â€  She  did  a  thing  with  her  eyebrows,  then  said, â€œAh,  wel ,â€  and,  â€œRose  Marieâ€™s  in  the building.â€

â€œSheâ€™s not looking for me?â€  Rose Marie was the state  commissioner  of  public  safety,  the  woman  who  got Davenport his job, with overal  responsibility for the BCA and several other related agencies, like the highway patrol. 

â€œHard to tel ,â€ Carol said, and she went back to her desk. 

Virgil turned to the computer, wiggled his fingers, cal ed up Google, and typed in  Mead Sinclair. 

5

THE  SCOUT  sat  at  a  laptop  and  worked  over  the photographs heâ€™d taken outside Sandersonâ€™s house two nights before the kil ing. The photos had been taken with a Leica M8 with a Noctilux 50mm lens, with no light but that from nearby windows and, in two shots, from the headlights of a passing car. 

Heâ€™d  taken  them  in  the  cameraâ€™s  RAW  format, which would al ow him to enhance them in a program cal ed Adobe  Lightroom.  He  had  a  problem:  the  reflectivity  of  the 3M paint used in Minnesota license plates was too strong. 

He  had  been  exposing  for  the  extreme  low  light,  and  the passing car had caught him by surprise. The direct light, from the headlights, had blown out the plates, leaving nothing but white rectangles on the back of the car. He hadnâ€™t had a chance to reduce the exposure before the passing car was gone. 

Actual y,  he  admitted  to  himself,  he  did  have  time,  but hadnâ€™t  thought  to  do  it  in  the  few  seconds  before  the opportunity was gone. 

The scout knew cameras, but he was not a photographic professional.  He  was,  however,  a  professional  in  his  own fields of reconnaissance and interrogation, and unrelentingly

self-critical.  Self-criticism,  he  believed,  was  the  scoutâ€™s key to survival. Heâ€™d not done wel  with the photography. 

He would work on it when he had a chance. 

He  worked  through  Lightroomâ€™s  photo  library, enlarging one shot after another, looking for the one shot that might  have  caught  light  from  the  passing  car  as  it  turned  a corner, or light reflecting off the houses as the car went past, enough light to bring up the number, but not so much that it blew it out. 

And he stopped to look at faces. 

Three  men,  arguing  on  a  T  of  concrete,  where Sandersonâ€™s  front  walk  met  the  public  sidewalk,  in  a shaft of light from the door of Sandersonâ€™s house, with a little additional light from two front windows over the porch. 

The  tough-looking  man  in  beaded  leathers,  whoâ€™d come in on a motorcycle, must be Bunton. Heâ€™d left the bike the best part of a block awayâ€”the scout had heard it but  dismissed  it,  as  its  growl  died  away.  Then,  a  couple  of minutes  later,  Bunton  showed,  ambling  down  the  sidewalk, looking  like  an  advertising  prototype  of  the  aging  Harley-Davidson dude. 

Heâ€™d  left  the  bike  in  the  dark  somewhere,  the  scout realized, and done a recon on foot. Bunton was being careful for  some  reason.  The  Utecht  kil ing?  The  scout  hadnâ€™t expected  the  targets  to  get  worried  until  the  second  man

went  down.  Of  course,  the  lemon,  if  they  knew  about  the lemons . . . 

The blond man arguing with Bunton and Sanderson could be  John  Wigge,  the  third  man  named  by  Utecht.  Or  Wigge could be the man who hadnâ€™t gotten out of the car. That man, from the scoutâ€™s angle, had never been more than a smear of white face in the back of the Jeep. 

The scout hoped that Wigge was the man in the backseat. 

If he was, then the man on the sidewalk would be one of the unknowns,  and  that  man  had  been  driving  the  Jeep.  If  he could  get  the  plate  number,  he  might  have  one  of  the  two missing names, he thought. 

He  let  the  license  plate  go  for  a  moment  and  careful y snipped the face of the blond man from a half-dozen shots, brought them up one at a time, played with exposure and fil light,  with  brightness  and  contrast,  with  clarity,  moving  the sliders  this  way  and  that.  When  they  were  as  good  as theyâ€™d  get,  he  added  a  bit  of  noise  reduction  and sharpening,  and  final y  sent  the  pictures  off  to  a  diminutive Canon  printer  that  pooped  out  photos  like  eggs  out  of  an aluminum chicken. 

When  he  was  done,  he  col ected  the  six  four-by-sixes, spread  them  under  the  desk  lamp,  and  inspected  them. 

Theyâ€™d never be accepted as passport photos, but they were good enough. When he saw this man again, heâ€™d

recognize him. 

Hoped that the blond was one of the unknownsâ€”but had the feeling that he was Wigge. Wigge had been a policeman, and the blond on the sidewalk had smel ed of the police. 

Back to the license plates. He went through each exposure with  maximum  care,  and  then,  laughing  quietly  at  his  own obtuseness,  realized  that  he  didnâ€™t  need  to  read  al   the numbers  from  one  shot.  First  heâ€™d  had  a  problem  with the simple photography, and now this. Getting old, scout? 

He went back, found a leaf of light on one part of the plate, brought  it  up,  played  with  the  software  sliders,  got  two  and maybe three lettersâ€”he thought the third one was a  Z,  but it could  have  been  a  2.   Found  another  plate,  more  fiddling, confirmed  the  Z,   got  a  5  from  the  other  side  of  the  dash. 

Could  have  been  an  S,   but  that  wouldnâ€™t  fit  with  what heâ€™d  seen  of  Minnesota  license-plate  style.  Three numbers, three letters. 

More looks, more sliders, he needed two more letters . . . 

and got them, first a  Y,  and then a  K,  and with another shot, he confirmed the  5 and got a  7. 

Couldnâ€™t get the last number: Had 5(?)7 YKZ, but also the  make  and  color  of  the  vehicle.  Should  be  enough, because  he  also  had  a  man  who  could  get  into  the  state automobile registration computer. 

The  scout  picked  up  the  phone,  which  heâ€™d  bought  a week earlier at a Wal-Mart, and dialed the number. 

A  manâ€™s  voice,  quiet,  cultured.  â€œYes.â€  Nothing more. 

â€œI  have  a  license  plate  number.  I  need  the  name  that goes with it.â€

â€œGive it to me.â€ The scout read the number, and the man said, â€œHold on.â€

A moment later, he was back. â€œThe car is registered to a John Wigge.â€

â€œAh.â€

â€œGood?â€

â€œNo. Iâ€™d hoped for another name. Is there a house number with this registration?â€

â€œOf course.â€

The  scout  took  the  number,  said,  politely,  â€œThank you,â€  and hung up. 

Two  names,  then:  Ray  Bunton,  John  Wigge.  Names  they already had. 

If he did not get more names from the two of them, then his mission  would  be  done,  and  unsuccessful.  He  needed  to spend some time with one of the men. 

Spend some time with a knife . . . 
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VIRGIL  SAT  back  in  the  chair,  feet  up  on  Davenportâ€™s desk, and clicked. 

Mead  Sinclair  never  let  any  grass  grow  under  his  feet: Google  dredged  up  stories  about  him  that  went  back  forty years before Google was invented. 

Born  in  1943,  Sinclair  had  gone  to  South America  as  a high school senior, on a trip sponsored by a lefty educational foundation, to study the economic development of third-world countries.  He  later  spent  four  years  at  Michigan,  studying economics, then took a PhD at Harvard in economic history. 

Heâ€™d apparently dodged the draft. 

As  an  Ivy  League  grad  student  and  later  as  an  assistant professor  at  the  University  of  Wisconsin  at  Madison, heâ€™d taught summers during the 1960s and â€™70s at a variety of peace camps and academic conclaves. Heâ€™d also gone to Hanoi during the Vietnam War, ostensibly as a stringer for  Ramparts magazine, a latter-day John Reed. 

According to the Google reports, heâ€™d been wounded in  a  B-52  strike  while  touring  the  southern  part  of  North Vietnam, and, recovering in a Hanoi hospital, he had written a  long  story  about  the  use  of  acupuncture  in  wound  care. 

Back  in  the  United  States,  he  married  a  Vietnamese-

American woman whom he met at a ral y in Madison. Their daughter, Mai, was born in Madison. 

Later, because of his connections in Hanoi, he served as a go-between  to  negotiate  the  return  of  the  remains  of  U.S. 

servicemen  kil ed  during  the  war.  He  was  mentioned  in several  articles  about  Vietnamese  tourism,  and  did  some work with a consortium of U.S. and Australian hoteliers who wanted to build a new Asian Gold Coast south of Hanoi. 

He wrote the study on the use of Agent Orange in Vietnam, and  published  it  in  1990.  The  study  was  attacked  online  by another  academic,  from  the  conservative  Heritage Foundation,  who  dismissed  it  as  an  overreaction  to Sinclairâ€™s wifeâ€™s death from cancer in 1988. 

In  2004,  Sinclair  had  been  ordered  to  leave  Vietnam  for supporting  a  dissident  Vietnamese  academic.  After  that, nothing  but  a  lot  of  references  to  academic  papers  and disputes. 

Interesting  guy;  and  his  name,  together  with  the  Agent Orange paper, rang a bel  in Virgilâ€™s memory. He took a look  at  the  paper  that  Grogan  had  given  him,  skipping through  it.  Kudzu,  he  thought  after  a  while.  This  was  the kudzu paper. 

In an effort to recover from the effects of the defoliant, the Vietnamese  had  decided  to  try  kudzu,  as  a  fast-growing, hardy  perennial.  The  plant  was  hardy,  al   right:  in  ten  years, 

with no natural enemies, it was burying the country. The Viets had  been  fighting  the  kudzu  ever  since,  and  were  losing. 

Shouldnâ€™t  fuck  with  Mother  Nature;  or  if  you  did,  Virgil mused, you should do it in somebody elseâ€™s country. 

The  paper  had  been  assigned  reading  in  his  ecological sciences  senior  seminar.  He  remembered  the  arguments about itâ€”the first time he realized that even scientists would throw science overboard when it conflicted with their politics. 

Huh. 

He  looked  online  for  a  local  phone  number  or  address, checked  with  directory  assistance,  and  final y  cal ed, â€œCarol?â€

She stuck her head in. â€œYeah?â€

â€œI  need  to  find  a  guyâ€”moved  here  last  year,  I canâ€™t find anything on him.â€

â€œGimme his stuff. Iâ€™l  get it to Sandy, sheâ€™l  find him.â€  Sandy  was  a  part-time  staff  researcher,  part  of Davenportâ€™s team. 

Â 

Â 

SINCLAIR HAD LED a prominent but fairly opaque life. Virgil read  a  number  of  profiles  and  found  out  only  that  heâ€™d been  sandy-haired  and  slender  in  the  eighties;  and  one article mentioned that he was a poker player. That was it, on

the personal level. Everything else was politics and left-wing infighting. 

With Bunton, the opposite was true. Nothing on the Internet, not even his name. But in the state records . . . 

Virgil first checked the criminal records, since Bunton was a  biker  and  a  tough  guy.  Got  immediate  hits:  two  thirty-day jail terms in Beltrami County in the late seventies, on assault and  public  drunkenness  charges.  Forty-five  days  in  the Hennepin County Jail for drunk and disorderly and resisting arrest without violence, which is what cops charged you with when youâ€™d done something to piss them off. 

Heâ€™d  been  served  a  writ  by  an  ex-wife  to  keep  him away from her, and had protested that the wife was stealing and  signing  his  veteranâ€™s  disability  checks.  That  meant that  heâ€™d  suffered  some  kind  of  job-related  injury  in  the military.  Given  his  age,  Virgil  thought,  it  was  possible  that heâ€™d been wounded in Vietnam. Northern Plains Indians were known for their wil ingness to volunteer for the toughest infantry jobs. 

Bunton had been implicated, but not charged, in a fencing sting involving stolen car parts; had been arrested twice for simple  assault;  and  had  spent  two  weeks  in  the  Ramsey County  Jail  on  outstanding,  unpaid  traffic  tickets.  That  had been four years earlier, and heâ€™d stayed clear of the law since. 

Getting old, Virgil thought. Probably stil  ful  of the piss, but not the vinegar. 

Altogether, he knew exactly what Bunton would be like, but nothing about what he did for a living. It was possible, Virgil thought, that he didnâ€™t do anything. 

Â 

Â 

CAROL  STUCK  HER  head  in.  â€œSandy  got  the  Sinclair guy. Phone number and address.â€

â€œExcel ent. Now Iâ€™ve got another guy I need to look for . . .â€

He gave her the information on Bunton. 

Â 

Â 

ON THE PHONE, Sinclair had a straight, clear teacherâ€™s voice,  a  classroom  voice.  He  hadnâ€™t  known  about  the Sanderson  murder,  he  said,  because  he  didnâ€™t  watch much TV, and hadnâ€™t gotten into the habit of reading the local papers. â€œI get most of my news online,â€  he said. 

â€œBut you knew Robert Sanderson,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œI  knew  who  he  was,  but  I  didnâ€™t  actual y  know him,â€ he said. â€œWe talked for a few minutes the other night,  after  the  meeting  .  .  .  had  a  little  debate  about American actions in Vietnam.â€

â€œIâ€™d  like  to  come  over  and  talk  to  you  about  the whole meeting,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œCome  on  overâ€”but  get  something  to  eat  first. 

Weâ€™re just sitting down to lunch here, and Iâ€™m afraid thereâ€™s not enough for three.â€

Sinclair  gave  Virgil  a  street  address  on  Lincoln Avenue, one of the better parts of St. Paul, two or three miles west of the  BCA  office,  up  the  hil   from  downtown.  Having  been disinvited from lunch, Virgil went to an I-94 diner and had a chicken potpie, with roughly a bil ion calories in chicken fat, which added flavor to the two pounds of salt included with the pie. He cut the salt with three Cokes, and left feeling like the Hindenburg. 

Â 

Â 

SINCLAIR  LIVED  IN  A  liver-colored  Victorian  with  a  wide porch 

andâ€”Virgil 

counted 

them, 

one-two-three-

fourâ€”mailboxes. A condominium, then, or an apartment. He left the car under an elm, or, as a good ecological-sciences guy  would  say,  a  doomed  elm,  climbed  the  porch,  and looked  at  the  mailboxes.  Sinclair  was  in  apartment  1.  The outer door was locked, but there were four doorbel s next to a speaker disguised as a wooden eagle. 

He  pushed  1,   and  a  moment  later  a  female  voice  said, â€œYes?â€  and  Virgil  said,  â€œVirgil  Flowers,  BCA.  I

cal ed Professor Sinclair an hour ago.â€

The door lock buzzed and Virgil let himself into the interior hal way. A sweeping stairway curved up to the left, protected by  a  walnut  banister  with  gold-leaf  accents.  Top  floor  must be 3 and 4,  Virgil thought. He stepped down the hal  to his right, saw a  1 on a white door, and knocked. 

The door was answered by a young Asian woman, tal  and slender,  with  an  oddly  asymmetrical  face  and  a  chipped central incisor. Her forehead was flecked with three inch-long white scars, like knife cuts, halfway between her hairline and her right eyebrow. They almost looked like initiation scars, or tribal scars, Virgil thought, although everything he knew about tribal scars could be written on the back of a postage stamp. 

â€œDadâ€™s on the porch,â€ the woman said. Nothing Asian  about  her  accent.  She  sounded  like  she  might  have come from milking the local cow. â€œCome in.â€

Not pretty, he thought, but attractive. Tough upper lip; soft brown eyes. 

On  the  way  through  the  apartment,  she  chattered  away, friendly,  loose:  â€œVirgil  Flowers.  I  like  that.  Classical  and corny  at  the  same  timeâ€”like  way out in the country. Do al the  cops  here  wear  cowboy  boots?  They  donâ€™t  in Madison.  .  .  .  Did  you  ever  go  undercover  as  a  singer  or something?  What  does  your  shirt  say?  WWTDD?  Is  that  a music group?â€

â€œI canâ€™t talk about it, maâ€™am,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œSome kind of cop thing?â€

The condo had a glassed-in back porch, looking out on a square of lawn, and Sinclair was out there, a lanky older man with  stil -blond  hair,  gray  stubble  on  his  chin.  Women  of  a certain age would go for him in a big way, Virgil thought. He looked a little like the actor Richard Harris, in a loose white cotton  dress  shirt,  the  sleeves  turned  up,  a  gold  tennis bracelet  glittering  from  one  wrist.  He  was  sitting  at  a  table, clicking  at  a  laptop,  with  a  glass  of  lemonade  next  to  his hand. 

When he saw them coming, he stood up and offered a soft, scholarly hand: â€œMr. Flowers.â€ He was six-three, Virgil thought,  a  couple  inches  tal er  than  he  was,  with  broad shoulders and a stil -narrow waist. 

â€œMr. Sinclair,â€ Virgil said. Virgil turned to the woman and said, â€œYou never mentioned your name.â€

â€œMai.â€

â€œMai Sinclair?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œYes.  Not  married.  Unlucky  in  love,  I  guess,â€  she said. 

â€œWel ,  good,â€  Virgil  said.  Sinclair  was  smiling  at them, sat back in his chair, pointed Virgil to the other one. 

â€œDo  you  handle  homicides  on  a  regular  basis,  Mr. 

Flowers?â€  he asked. 

â€œCal   me  Virgil,â€  Virgil  said  as  he  sat  down  and stretched out his legs. â€œMost of my homicides are pretty irregular. Damnedest thing. Iâ€™d give anything for a good old  beer-bottle  domestic.  I  sometimes  get  so  confused,  I donâ€™t know what to do next.â€

â€œWel  . . . Consider what each soil wil  bear, and what each refuses,â€  Sinclair said. 

Virgil laughed and clapped his hands. â€œYou looked that up before I got here. You didnâ€™t just pul  that out. . . .â€

Mai  had  lingered,  and  asked,  looking  between  them, â€œWhat?â€

â€œHeâ€™s  quoting  Virgil  at  me,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œThatâ€™s  never  happened  before,  and  Iâ€™ve  talked to some pretty smart fel as.â€

Sinclair, surprised that Virgil had recognized the line, said, â€œWel .â€

Mai said to Sinclair, â€œHe wonâ€™t tel  me what his Tshirt  means.  The  â€˜WWâ€™  is  â€˜What  Would,â€™  and the last â€˜Dâ€™ is â€˜Do,â€™ but he wonâ€™t tel  me the rest.â€

â€œWe  canâ€™t  talk  about  it,â€  Sinclair  said. 

â€œThatâ€™s the first rule.â€

â€œThe first rule of what?â€  she asked. 

â€œCanâ€™t talk about it,â€ Virgil said, nodding to her father. 

â€œWhat?â€  Hands on her hips. 

â€œCanâ€™t  talk  about  it,â€  Sinclair  repeated,  looking up at his daughter, shaking his head. 

She took them in for a moment, then said, â€œWel , poop on you both. Iâ€™l  go iron my underwear.â€

â€œYou  wrote  a  paper,  about  twenty  years  ago,  about Agent Orange, and how the Vietnamese tried to refoliate with kudzu,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œSo you looked up my vita on the Internet,â€ Sinclair said. 

â€œI did,â€ Virgil said. â€œBut I also read the paper in my senior seminarâ€”I majored in ecological scienceâ€”and I remembered  it  when  I  looked  it  up.  We  talked  about  it  for quite  a  while;  about  the  unexpected  effects  of  good intentions.â€

Sinclair  was  pleased.  â€œThe  paper  was  controversial, but  shouldnâ€™t  have  beenâ€”it  was  a  good  piece  of work,â€  he  said.  â€œBut  we  were  coming  out  of  the Reagan years, and the triumphalism, and nobody wanted to hear  about  the  col ateral  damage  weâ€™d  caused  around the world with these crazy military adventures.â€ He leaned

forward,  intent  now,  jabbed  his  finger  at  Virgil  in  a professorial,  mentor-to-student  way.  â€œIâ€™l   tel   you, Virgil,  what  this  country  needs  more  than  anything  in  the worldâ€”more  than  anythingâ€”is  a  sane  energy  policy. 

Thatâ€™s  what  Iâ€™m  writing  about  now.  Energy, environment, it al  ties together. Instead, we get wars, we get military  adventures,  we  spend  two  years  fighting  about whether a president got a blow job, a little squirt in the dark? I mean,  who  could  real y  care?  This  country  does  everything but take care of business. We just . . . ah, thatâ€™s not what youâ€™re here for. . . .â€

He  settled  back,  looked  tired.  â€œSo.  Whatâ€™re  you here for?â€

â€œI mostly agree with everything you just said, to get that out of the way,â€  Virgil said. â€œBut. Robert Sanderson got himself  kil ed  in  a  pretty  unpleasant  way,  and  his  body  was dropped on a veteransâ€™ memorial....â€

Virgil  detailed  the  Sanderson  kil ing,  and  then  the  Utecht murder,  pointing  out  the  similarities,  and  how,  two  nights before the kil ing, Sanderson was seen arguing with two men in the street outside his house. 

â€œAt  least  one  of  them  was  Ray  Bunton.  Weâ€™re looking for him, but havenâ€™t found him yet. When we went down to the vet center to inquire, they told us that youâ€™d been  sitting  in  on  their  therapy  sessions,  the  talk. And  that

youâ€™d  spoken  to  Bunton  and  Sanderson  afterward. 

Weâ€™re  wondering  if  they  might  have  said  anything  that would cast some light on this murder.â€

Sinclair  made  a  moue  and,  after  a  momentâ€™s consideration,  said,  â€œI  have  to  tel   you,  Virgil,  it  runs against  the  grain  to  talk  to  the  police  about  people  who arenâ€™t around to defend themselves.â€

â€œThis is not a political deal,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œWel , it probably it is, at some level. The veteransâ€™

memorials  and  al .â€  Sinclair  leaned  back  in  his  chair, hands  behind  his  head,  fingers  interlaced.  â€œBut  I recognize what youâ€™re saying. I can tel  you that there was something  strange,  something  .  .  .  tense  going  on  between Sanderson  and  Ray  Bunton.  Did  you  .  .  .  do  you  know  if Sanderson ever  went to Vietnam? Was he in combat?â€

â€œNot  unless  he  was  some  kind  of  special  forces  guy, undercover. As far as we know, he worked in a headquarters company  in  Korea  as  a  mechanic.  I  canâ€™t  believe  .  .  .  I mean, he was pretty young at the time. I donâ€™t see how he  could  have  gotten  trained  enough,  important  enough,  to have  a  heavy  cover  that  would  have  been  kept  al   these years.  So  I  donâ€™t  think  he  was  there.  His  records  say Korea, and thatâ€™s what he told his girlfriend. On the other hand, he was at this vetsâ€™ session . . .â€

â€œAnd he said something about the Viets being a bunch

of  frogs  .  .  .  meaning  Frenchmen  .  .  .  that  made  me  think heâ€™d  been  there,â€  Sinclair  said.  â€œHe  said  it  in  a way . . . I donâ€™t know. Anyway, at that point, Bunton was staring him down, and Sanderson saw it and shut up. On the street, I was just coming out the door, and they were already out  there,  and  I  heard  Bunton  say  something  about â€˜keeping your mouth shut.â€™ I was curious, I dug around, but they told me to take a hike. Iâ€™d let that Fonda shit out . 

. .â€ He grinned wryly. â€œSome of those guysâ€™l  never forget. If Jane doesnâ€™t outlive them, her gravestoneâ€™s gonna have urine stains al  over it.â€

â€œHuh,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œAre you going to ask me where I was last night?â€

Virgil  yawned  and  said,  â€œSure.  Where  were  you  last night?â€

â€œAsleep.â€  He  laughed.  â€œMai  and  I  ordered  out, ate  inâ€”around  eight  oâ€™clockâ€”and  I  did  some correspondence on the Internet, and Mai and I had a little talk about my health . . . and then we went to bed.â€

â€œYour health?â€

Sinclair  tapped  his  chest.  â€œHad  a  nuclear  stress  test yesterday  morning.  Starting  to  show  what  the  cardiologist cal s â€˜anomalies.â€™ I eat eggs, I eat bacon, I drink milk. 

They want me to eat air with some plastic spray on it.â€

â€œSo how bad? Bypass?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œNot yetâ€”but that could be down the road. Weâ€™re gonna do an angiogram and figure out what to do. They could put a stent in,â€ he said. â€œThatâ€™s why Maiâ€™s up hereâ€”sheâ€™s  trying  to  get  me  to  go  home  to  Madison, where she can keep an eye on me.â€

â€œHmmph. Makes me nervous just hearing about it. I do like my bacon,â€ Virgil said. Then he asked, â€œWhy are you  here,  anyway?  In  St.  Paul?  Youâ€™re  a  big  shot  in Madison.â€

â€œA couple reasons. Teaching, mostly. I was drying up in Madison.  I  had  this  gig,  Iâ€™d  do  my  gig,  and  it  was  like  I was  teaching  from  reflex.  Grad  students,  smal   classes.â€

Virgil  was  listening,  but  thought  it  al   sounded  rehearsed. 

Scripted. Sinclair was saying, â€œSo I had this seminar, and one day we sat working through class, and every one of the students  yawned  at  one  time  or  another.  I  started  noticing. 

Soâ€”I  took  a  yearâ€™s  leave.  Got  a  teaching  job  here:  I teach  nothing  but  freshmen  and  sophomores,  they  ask  off-the-wal  questions, they push me around, theyâ€™ve got no respect. Itâ€™s workingâ€”itâ€™s like fresh air.â€

â€œWhy  would  the  University  of  Minnesota  be  any different than Wisconsin? Except that we donâ€™t smoke as much dope?â€

â€œIâ€™m not teaching at Minnesota. Iâ€™m teaching at

Metro State,â€ Sinclair said, amused. â€œI went   way down-market.â€

â€œAl   right,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œYou  said  a  couple  of reasons. Whatâ€™s the other one?â€

â€œYou 

know 

Larson 

International, 

the 

hotels? 

Headquarters down in Bloomington?â€

â€œSure.  Iâ€™ve  got  a  frequent-guest  card  for  Mobile Inn,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œOwned  by  Minnesotaâ€™s  fourth-richest bil ionaire.â€

Sinclair nodded. â€œTheyâ€™re trying to build some big resort  hotels  in  Asiaâ€”Vietnam,  Thailand,  maybe  even China.  Iâ€™m  consulting  with  them  on  the  Vietnam  project. 

Iâ€™ve stil  got a bit of a reputation there. The idea is, I can help them with government contacts and so on.â€

â€œCan you?â€

â€œYes.  I  speak  the  language  and  I  know  how  things work,â€  Sinclair  said.  â€œYou  know,  who  gets  greased, and how heavily. So they get their moneyâ€™s worth.â€

Â 

Â 

MAI  CAME  BACK  and  took  a  chair,  swiveled  it  back  and forth  with  her  excel ent  legs.  â€œI  looked  it  up  on  the Netâ€”WWTDD.  What  Would  Tyler  Durden  Do.  Fight  Club. 

The  first  rule  of  Fight  Club  is  that  you  donâ€™t  talk  about

Fight Club.â€

Virgil  and  Sinclair  looked  at  each  other,  then  Sinclair turned  back  to  his  daughter,  a  puzzled  look  on  his  face. 

â€œWhat are you talking about?â€

â€œAww . . .â€ She looked at Virgil. â€œI real y need to go dancing,â€ she said. â€œI signed up for a dance class here,  but  itâ€™s  al   .  .  .  dance.  I  need  to  go  to  a  club.  You know the clubs?â€

â€œI know a few.â€ Also a few that heâ€™d have to stay away from, like the ones that Janey went to. â€œYou ever do any line dancing?â€

She was stricken. â€œOh, no. You are  not serious. . . .â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL GOT AROUND to asking Sinclair where he was the night of Utechtâ€™s murder, and Sinclair got up, came back with a leatherette calendar, put on a pair of reading glasses, paged  through  it,  and  said,  â€œSame  thing  as  with  last nightâ€™s. I was here, asleep.â€

â€œThe best alibi of al ,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œWhyâ€™s  that?â€  Sinclair  asked,  his  crystal  blue eyes peering over the top of the half glasses. 

â€œBecause it canâ€™t be broken,â€  Virgil said. 

Sinclair  looked  at  Mai.  â€œHeâ€™s  smarter  than  he

Sinclair  looked  at  Mai.  â€œHeâ€™s  smarter  than  he looks.â€

â€œThank God,â€ she said. â€œHe looks like he ought to be waxing his surfboard. If theyâ€™ve got surf in Iowa.â€

Virgil laughed again, said, â€œYâ€™al  are pickinâ€™ on me.â€

â€œI  like  the  way  that  hick  accent  comes  and  goes,â€

Sinclair said to Mai. â€œItâ€™s like a spring breezeâ€”first itâ€™s here, and then itâ€™s gone.â€

â€œOkay.  The  hel   with  it.  I  donâ€™t  even  know  why Iâ€™m  talking  to  you.â€  Virgil  pushed  off  the  chair,  but Sinclair  held  up  a  hand.  â€œSo  Sanderson  and  this  other man were executed? Is that what youâ€™re saying?â€

â€œThatâ€™s what it looks like.â€ Virgil hesitated, then said, â€œOne other thingâ€”they both had lemons stuffed in their mouths.â€

â€œAh  .  .  .  shit.â€  The  word  sounded  strange,  and peculiarly  vulgar,  coming  from  Sinclair,  with  his  aristocratic manner. 

â€œWhat?â€

Sinclair  glanced  at  Mai.  â€œWhen  the  Vietnamese execute  a  prisonerâ€”a  political  prisoner,  or  even  a murdererâ€”theyâ€™l   gag  him  by  stuffing  a  lemon  in  his mouth. Hold it there with tape. Duct tape. Keeps them from talking while theyâ€™re walking out to the wal .â€

â€œThatâ€™s pretty goddamn interesting,â€  Virgil said. 

Mai rol ed her eyes. â€œAnd probably an urban myth.â€

â€œWhat would you know about it?â€  Sinclair snapped. 

His daughter turned her face, embarrassed by the sudden pique.  â€œItâ€™s  too  dramatic,  itâ€™s  too  weird.  Why would  anybody  do  something  like  that?  Itâ€™s  got  the earmarks  of  a  legend;  if  youâ€™d  studied  literature, youâ€™d know that.â€

â€œAhh  .  .  .  They  did  it,  take  my  word  for  it,â€  Sinclair said irritably. To Virgil: â€œ We donâ€™t have anything to do with  any  of  this,  but  it  sounds  to  me  like  it  goes  back  to Vietnam.  Somehow.  Iâ€™d  take  a  good  close  look  at Sanderson.  See  what  unit  he  was  in.  See  if  thereâ€™s anything blacked out in his file. Some of these Vietnam vets, theyâ€™re  crazier  than  a  barrel  of  wood  ticks.  Theyâ€™re getting  old  and  ready  to  die.  You  might  have  an  old  rogue kil er  with  an  agenda.  He  might  be  good  at  it,  if  he  was Phoenix, or something. . . .â€

â€œI  heard  about  Phoenix  when  I  was  in,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œYouâ€™d hear about it from these old sergeants-major. 

Sounded like there was an element of bul shit to it.â€

â€œOf course there was! Of course there was!â€ Sinclair said,  leaning  forward  and  rapping  on  the  table  with  his knuckles. â€œBut thereâ€™s a core of reality to it, too. We

 did  have  assassins.  We  did  murder  people  in  their  homes. 

We  did hire men with silencers and guns and no useful skil but murder. We even had a name for itâ€”wet work! Look it up! Look it up!â€

Virgil  exhaled,  stuck  his  notebook  in  his  hip  pocket,  and said, â€œI better find Ray.â€

Sinclair  relaxed,  suddenly  affable  again,  and  he  smiled and said, â€œGood luck to you.â€

Â 

Â 

MAI  TAGGED  ALONG  to  the  front  door,  walking  close  to Virgilâ€™s side. He said, â€œI would be delighted to take you  dancing  anytime  you  want,  maâ€™am,  except  not tonight,  because  I  gotta  find  this  guy.â€  His  words  were tumbling out, a little confused, but that was one of his more endearing  traits,  heâ€™d  been  told,  so  he  worked  it.  â€œI canâ€™t  make  any  promises  about  tomorrow  or  any  other night,  because  of  this  murder  thing,  but  if  I  could  cal   you about  six  oâ€™clock,  some  night  when  Iâ€™l   know  what Iâ€™m doing . . .â€

â€œIâ€™m  usual y  home  by  then,â€  she  said. 

â€œYouâ€™re a good dancer?â€

â€œI gotta couple moves,â€ Virgil said. He tried to look modest. 

â€œI noticed that, but I was talking about dancing,â€ she said.  They  both  laughed  and  Virgil  said,  â€œI  got  your number someplace.â€

â€œHere.â€  She  stepped  over  to  an  entryway  table, pul ed open a drawer, and took out a pen. Taking Virgilâ€™s hand in hers, she wrote a number in his palm, a process so erotic  that  Virgil  feared  erective  embarrassment.  He  left hastily, Mai in the doorway, watching him al  the way through the front door, smiling. 

If  Jesus  Christ  had  a  girlfriend,  Virgil  thought,  thatâ€™s what sheâ€™d look like. 

7

VIRGIL  WALKED  down  to  his  truck,  climbed  in,  thought about it for a minute, then drove around the block so the back of the truck was looking down at the Sinclairsâ€™ condo. He shut  the  truck  down,  got  his  laptop,  phone,  camera,  and  an oversized  photography  book  cal ed  Photojournalism  ,  and crawled into the back. 

Minnesota  al ows  only  a  certain  level  of  window  tinting  in cars,  so  that  highway  patrolmen  wonâ€™t  walk  into  a  gun they  canâ€™t  see.  Virgilâ€™s  was  twice  as  dark  as  the permissible tint, which was okay for police vehicles used for surveil ance.  Virgil  didnâ€™t  use  the  4Runner  much  for surveil ance,  but  since  it  was  always  ful   of  fishing  tackle  or hunting gear or camera equipment, the heavy tint worked as insurance, keeping the eyes of the greedy out of the back of his truck. 

And it also worked for surveil ance, as intended. 

Sitting in the back, he was invisible from the outside, and a camping pil ow made a comfortable-enough seat. If heâ€™d jolted Sinclair in any way, then he might make a move. If not, he had things to do, which could be done from the back of the truck. 

He  cal ed  Carol  and  asked,  â€œSo  whereâ€™s  Ray

Bunton?â€

â€œCanâ€™t find him. The cops at Red Lake are al  out working,  thereâ€™s  nobody  to  talk  to  us.  But  theyâ€™re gonna cal  back,â€  she said. 

â€œCheck them every five minutes,â€  Virgil said. 

That  done,  he  opened  the  photojournalism  book  to  the section cal ed â€œTechniques of the Sports Shooterâ€ and settled in for a little study, trying out things with his new Nikon as he did it. 

The good thing about the new digital cameras, like his D3, was that you could see the shot instantly. He was working on his  panning  technique,  shooting  the  occasional  passerby, when  Mead  Sinclair  walked  out  of  his  house,  looked  both ways, and then turned toward Virgilâ€™s truck. 

Virgil  took  a  shot  or  two  as  Sinclair  came upâ€”couldnâ€™t  hurt  to  have  a  couple  of  current shotsâ€”and went on past. Sinclair never looked at the truck. 

He  seemed  to  be  talking  to  himself,  or  maybe  singing  to himself,  and  he  had  a  hand-sized  spiral  notebook  in  one hand, with a pen clipped to it, and up the block, he stopped and  made  a  note,  then  continued  on.  An  intel ectual,  Virgil thought. 

At  the  end  of  the  block,  Sinclair  crossed  the  street  and started along the next block, and Virgil watched him through the windshield. At the end of the second block, he wrapped

the windshield. At the end of the second block, he wrapped around to his right, headed out to Grand Avenue. 

Virgil fol owed in the truck, crossed the street that Sinclair had  taken,  saw  him  walking  up  the  block.  Virgil  took  the opportunity  to  back  up  a  bit,  watched  him  in  a  narrow  gap between  the  edge  of  a  house  and  a  tree  trunk.  Sinclair crossed the street at the corner, careful y looking both ways before  he  crossed,  and  a  moment  later  was  out  of  sight again. 

He  could  lose  him  right  there,  but  Virgil  took  the  chance and  drove  on  another  block,  then  right,  to  the  end  of  the block,  and  eased  out,  looking  down  the  block,  and  saw Sinclair crossing Grand, heading into a restaurant. 

Sinclair  had  just  eaten,  heâ€™d  said.  Virgil  hadnâ€™t been  invited.  .  .  .  So  why  the  restaurant?  Virgil  parked, waiting to see who he might come out withâ€”or who might come out that was interesting. 

Nobody came out but Sinclair, a minute or so after he went in.  He  recrossed  the  street,  then  turned  away,  down  the block,  retracing  his  steps:  might  be  headed  home.  Virgil made a quick turn, went down to the end of the block, found a bush he could stop behind. A minute later, Sinclair appeared a  block  away,  crossed  the  street  again,  and  headed  back toward his house. 

Virgil said, â€œShoot,â€ and wrestled the truck in a quick U.  Had  he  missed  somebody?  He  should  have  waited

outside the restaurant. 

Nobody  came  out  for  ten  minutes,  and  then  it  was  two elderly ladies. Another five minutes, and two fat guys in golf shirts,  one  picking  ferociously  at  his  teeth  with  a  toothpick. 

They  got  into  a  Cadil ac  and  drove  away;  they  seemed unlikely. 

Virgil  decided  to  look  for  himself.  Walked  down  to  the restaurant,  stood  at  the  hostess  stand  for  a  moment, checking out the ten or twelve people in the booths. They al looked  unremarkable,  and  seemed  focused  on  food  or conversation.  The  hostess,  who  might  have  been  a  col ege girl from Macalester, came over and said, â€œOne?â€

â€œAh,  I  was  here  to  meet  a  guy,  but  Iâ€™m  late,  and Iâ€™m afraid I might have missed him. Good-looking older guy, stil  blond . . .â€

â€œOhâ€”the professor?â€

â€œYeah. Thatâ€™s him,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œHe was here, but made a cal  and then he left again. 

He might be trying to cal  you.â€

â€œThanks,â€  Virgil  said.  He  backed  away,  glanced toward  the  rest-rooms,  saw  the  old-fashioned  black  coin phone on the wal . â€œIâ€™l  try him again on the phone.â€

He  went  back  and  looked  at  it:  the  phone  dial  showed  a number, and he jotted it down in the palm of his hand, under

the number that Mai had written there. 

Outside again, he thought about it. Sinclair had just walked four blocks to a cold phone to make a cal . Interesting. . . . 

He noted the time and cal ed Carol. â€œSee if you can get a  subpoena  for  the  phone  records  for  a  pay  phone  at Sternâ€™s CafÃ©, on Grand. Hereâ€™s the number . . .â€

â€œYou want me to check informal y first?â€ She meant that  Davenport  knew  a  guy  who  could  tel   them  whether  a subpoena would be a waste of time. 

â€œIf you could. Get in touch with Red Lake?â€

â€œNot yet; stil  trying.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  RANG  OFF,  looked  at  the  phone  for  a  moment, groped  in  his  briefcase  for  his  black  book,  punched  in  a number. 

â€œHarold; itâ€™s Virgil Flowers in Minnesota.â€

â€œYeah, Virgil. Whatâ€™s up?â€

â€œI  got  a  kil er  whoâ€™s  executed  two  older  guys,  left their  bodies  on  vet  memorials,  with  lemons  stuck  in  their mouths.  Kil ed  them  with  a  .22,  two  shots,  maybe  silenced. 

You ever hear of anything like that, with the cartels, the mob, or anybody?â€

â€œNew one on me,â€ Harold Gomez said. He was an agent with the DEA. â€œYou got weird shit up there. I always said that.â€

â€œIf you have a line into the FBI, into that serial-kil er unit, whatever it is . . . could you check the lemon thing? Without burning up any of your personal credit?â€

â€œSure. I know a guy who knows those guys,â€ Gomez said. â€œHow fast you need it?â€

â€œWel ,  if  you  get  a  hit,  I  need  to  know  right  away,â€

Virgil  said.  â€œThe  kil er  guy,  we  donâ€™t  know  that heâ€™s  left  town.  If  heâ€™s  crazy,  if  itâ€™s  business,  or what it is. If heâ€™s got a list, it could get ugly.â€

â€œIâ€™l   cal â€”but  to  tel   you  the  truth,  it  sounds  more like  some  kind  of  goddamn  Russian  thing  or  Armenian  or Kazakh.  Theyâ€™re  into  the  rituals  and  warnings  and  shit. 

The mob, those assholes just shoot your ass and bury you in the woods with Jimmy.â€

â€œJimmy?â€

â€œHoffa.â€

â€œOh,  yeah.  Listenâ€”another  guy  told  me  that  the Vietnamese  executioners  sometimes  stick  lemons  in  the mouths of the people theyâ€™re going to execute,â€ Virgil said. â€œLike gags. If you can find any reference to that . . . 

maybe old Vietnam guys or something?â€

â€œSounds  kinky.  Let  me  check,â€  Gomez  said. 

â€œYou on your cel  phone?â€

â€œI am. One more thing, Harold? See if the guys in the serial-kil er  unit  are  looking  at  any  chain  of  old  veteran deaths. Even without lemons and memorials.â€

â€œSure.â€

â€œI owe you, Harold.â€

HE  CLICKED  OFF,  got  ready  to  move,  but  Carol  cal ed back. 

â€œWe talked to a guy in Red Lake who knows Bunton, and theyâ€™re out looking for a guy to cal  you back. Sandy dug  up  some  pictures  of  him,  she  e-mailed  them  to  you, along  with  every  file  she  can  find  on  him.  Income  tax,  al   of that.  She  canâ€™t  get  into  the  military  records,  but thereâ€™s  a  reference  in  one  of  his  DWI  files  that  he  was treated  for  alcoholism  at  the  Veterans  Administration Hospital, and that he did service in Vietnam . . . so heâ€™s ex-military.â€

â€œAl  right. I sort of knew that, but it al  helps.â€

Â 

Â 

HE WAS FIVE MINUTES from a Starbucks, where he had an online  account.  He  got  a  white  chocolate  mocha Frappuccino, found a table, and brought the computer up as

he sipped. 

The photos of Bunton showed a hard, square-looking man, always in T-shirts. In one photo, he glared at the camera, a headband  tight  around  his  forehead,  an  eagle  feather dangling over one ear. With his pale eyes, he didnâ€™t look particularly  Indian,  Virgil  thoughtâ€”more  like  an  IRA  dead-ender.  Was  Bunton  an  Irish  name?  Or  maybe  Scots? 

Didnâ€™t sound a hel  of a lot like Ojibwa. 

Whatever. 

The rest of the Bunton file told him what heâ€™d already guessedâ€”Vietnam,  hanging  out,  motorcycles,  alcoholism, dope, and sporadic employment involving automobile parts. 

When he finished, Virgil shut down the computer, looked at his watch. 

Goddamn Bunton. 

He  stood  up  to  leave,  but  his  phone  rang.  Carol.  He  sat down again, flipped it open, and said, â€œYeah?â€

â€œInformal y,  the  phone  cal   went  to  the  Minneapolis Hyatt. Iâ€™ve got the number, but not the room. . . .â€

Â 

THE MINNEAPOLIS HYATT is al  tangled up in the Skyway system,  and  Virgil,  operating  on  Kentucky  windage,  put  his truck  in  the  wrong  parking  ramp  and  debouched  into  the Skyway, not realizing that he wasnâ€™t where he thought he

was. He spent ten minutes running around like a hamster in a plastic  habitat,  before  he  found  a  map  and  realized  his mistake. 

The hotelâ€™s lobby was empty, but the Hyatt desk was being run by a young woman who was far too sophisticated and general y  out there to be running a hotel desk. Virgil had the  uneasy  feeling  that  if  he  asked  her  to  connect  a  phone number  to  a  room  and  a  name,  sheâ€™d  cal   a  manager, who might want to see a subpoena . . . blah-blah-blah. 

He looked around and saw an elderly rusty-haired bel hop sitting  on  a  window  ledge,  reading  a  sex  newspaper  cal ed Seed,  which,  Virgil  happened  to  know,  was  the  publishing arm of an outlaw motorcycle gang. 

Virgil  went  over  and  sat  down  next  to  him.  The  bel hop looked like a model for the next Leprechaun horror film, with a nose the size of a turnip and a bush of red hair shot through with gray. 

He glanced at Virgil and said, â€œYou look like a hippie, but  youâ€™re  a  cop.â€  He  was  wearing  a  tag  that  said George. â€œLooking for hookers?â€

â€œNope.  Iâ€™m  trying  to  find  out  which  room  is connected to a particular phone number without having to go through a lot of bureaucratic bul shit,â€ Virgil said. â€œThe girl  behind  the  desk  looks  like  she  lives  for  bureaucratic bul shit.â€

The  bel hop  looked  at  the  girl  behind  the  desk  and  said, â€œSomebody turned me in for smoking in the stairwel  last winter. It was about a hundred below zero, which is why I was there instead of outside. I think sheâ€™s the one. Sheâ€™s like this no-smoking Nazi. When I was bitching about it, she said  it  was  for  my  own  good.  I  said,  â€˜What,  getting fired?â€™ Bitch.â€

â€œYou  think  you  could  work  this  sense  of  anger  and disenfranchisement  into  a  room  number? And  a  name?â€

Virgil  turned  his  hand  over;  a  folded-over  twenty-dol ar  bil was pinched between his index and middle fingers. 

â€œWhatâ€™s  the  number?â€  George  asked  as  he lifted out the twenty. 

â€œAtta boy,â€  Virgil said. He wrote the number on a slip of paper and passed it over. 

The bel hop disappeared into the back and a moment later was  back.  â€œGot  the  number  and  the  names.  Itâ€™s  Tai and Phem, a couple of Japs.â€

â€œJaps?â€  Virgil  was  puzzled.  â€œThe  names  sound Vietnamese.â€

George  shrugged.  â€œWhatever.  Iâ€™l   tel   you  what, though,  they  are  bad,  bad  tippers.  The  other  night, Taiâ€”heâ€™s  the  tal   oneâ€”orders  a  steak  sandwich  and fries  at  midnight.  They  donâ€™t  give  those  things  away, 

thatâ€™s  a  thirty-dol ar  meal.  He  gave  me  a  fuckinâ€™

buck.â€

â€œWhat else you got?â€

â€œWel â€”just  what  everybody  knows,â€  George  said. 

â€œTheyâ€™re Canadian.â€

â€œCanadian?â€

â€œYeah.  Theyâ€™ve  been  here,  off  and  on,  mostly  on, for three months. 

Theyâ€™re  supposedly  working  on  a  big  deal  with  Larson International to build hotels.â€

â€œLarson,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œYeah, you know.â€

â€œI know.â€ The chain that Sinclair worked for. â€œSo theyâ€™re high-fliers.â€

â€œWel , if they are, somebodyâ€™s got them on a pretty frigginâ€™  tight  expense  accountâ€”either  that,  or theyâ€™re putting down twenty percent for tips and keeping the cash.â€

â€œTheyâ€™re that kind of guys?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œTheyâ€™re,  uh  .  .  .  Theyâ€™re  some  guys  I wouldnâ€™t fuck with,â€  George said. 

â€œYouâ€™re fuckinâ€™ with them now,â€  Virgil said. 

The  bel hop  looked  startled.  â€œYouâ€™re  not  going  to tell them.â€

â€œNo.  I  just  wanted  to  see  if  youâ€™d  jump,â€  Virgil said, standing up, stretching. â€œYou did, which means, you know, maybe youâ€™re not bul shitting me.â€

â€œYou  watch  yourself,  cowboy,â€  the  bel hop  said. 

â€œThem Japs is some serious anacondas.â€ He made a pistol  shape  with  his  thumb  and  forefinger,  poked  Virgil above the navel, and shuffled away. 

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  HAD  SPENT  a  good  part  of  his  life  knocking  on doors  that  had  nobody  behind  them,  entering  rooms  that people  had  just  left,  so  he  was  mildly  surprised  when  a slender man with longish hair, combed flat over the top of his head,  and  apparently  nailed  in  place  with  gel,  opened  the door and said, pleasantly, â€œYes?â€

â€œVirgil  Flowers,  Minnesota  Bureau  of  Criminal Apprehension,â€  Virgil  said,  flipping  open  his  ID.  â€œI talked  to  Mead  Sinclair  a  while  ago,  he  said  you  might  be able to help me with some Vietnam-related stuff. Are you Mr. 

Tai?â€

â€œYes. Wel  . . . Okay, come in,â€ Tai said. He was thin, with a face that was delicate but tough. The splice lines of a major  scar  cut  down  his  forehead,  another  white  scar  line

hung under his left eye, another below his lip. â€œWeâ€™re working  right  now,  itâ€™s  coming  up  on  early  morning  in Vietnam, the markets are opening . . .â€

â€œJust take a couple of minutes,â€  Virgil said. 

He  fol owed  Tai  into  the  suiteâ€™s  main  room,  where another Asian man sat on a couch, with a laptop on his knee and  a  telephone  headset  on  his  head.  He  was  shoeless, wearing a T-shirt and blue silky gym shorts. â€œMy partner, Phem,â€  Tai said. 

Phem  didnâ€™t  look  up  from  his  laptop  but  said, â€œWhatâ€™s up, eh?â€

He  said  the  â€œehâ€  perfectly:  Canucks,  Virgil  thought, not Vietnamese. 

Tai  pointed  at  a  chair,  and  Virgil  settled  in  and  said, â€œHave you ever heard of the Vietnamese, uh, what would you cal  it . . . custom? The Vietnamese custom of putting a lemon in a manâ€™s mouth, as a gag, before they execute him?â€

Tai had arranged his face in a smile, which vanished in an instant. â€œJesus Christ, no. Whatâ€™s up with that?â€

â€œYou guys are from . . .â€

â€œToronto,â€  Tai said. â€œBorn and raised.â€

â€œBut your parents must have been from Vietnam?â€

He nodded. â€œSaigon. Got out just before the shit hit the fan. I spoke Vietnamese until I was three, lucky for me. Hard language  to  learn  later  on,â€  he  said.  â€œIt  helps  when youâ€™re  running  around  the  rim.  Phem  the  same,  except he started English a little later.â€

â€œThe rim?â€

â€œThe Pacific Rim,â€  Tai said. 

â€œAh  .  .  .  so  .  .  .  wel ,  heck,  I  just  about  used  up  my questions,â€ Virgil admitted. â€œThat lemon thing is real y bugging me. Have you seen the stories on TV, or the papers, about the guys who were murdered and left on veteransâ€™

memorials?â€

â€œSomething  about  it,  but  we  usual y  mostly  read  the financial pages.â€

Phem  nudged  Tai,  tapped  his  computer  screen.  Tai leaned  over  to  look  and  said,  â€œNo  way,â€  then  turned back to Virgil. 

â€œThereâ€™s some connection with Vietnam,â€ Virgil said. â€œOne of the murdered men was going to meetings with  a  Vietnam  vet  group,  and  heâ€™d  talked  to  Sinclair, and I know nothing about Vietnam. Hel , Iâ€™ve never been much further away from here than Amaril o, Texas.â€

Tai  said,  â€œAmaril o?  You  ever  have  the  chicken-fried steak at the Holiday Inn?â€

â€œOh, Lord, I  have,â€ Virgil said. â€œThat one right on Interstate 40?â€

â€œThat always has some soldiers hanging around?â€

â€œAh, man, thatâ€™s the one. . . .â€

They talked about the effects of the chicken-fried steak for a  minute,  the  effects  lasting,  depending  on  which  direction you  were  going,  at  least  to  Elk  City,  Oklahoma  (east),  or Tucumcari, New Mexico (west). 

When the talk died down and he couldnâ€™t think of any more  sane  questions,  Virgil  stood  up,  took  out  a  business card,  and  handed  it  to  Tai.  â€œWel ,  shoot.  If  you  have  the time,  ask  some  of  your  Vietnamese  friends  about  lemons. 

Give me a cal .â€

Tai  tilted  his  head  back  and  forth.  â€œMm.  I  think  that would be . . . inappropriate . . . for people in our position. But Iâ€™l  tel  you what you could do. You could cal  a guy named Mr. Hao Nguyen at the Vietnamese embassy in Ottawa, and ask  him.  Donâ€™t  tel   him  you  got  his  name  from  me,  for Christâ€™s sakes.â€

â€œWho is he?â€

â€œThe  resident  for  the  Vietnamese  intel igence service,â€  Tai  said.  He  stepped  across  to  the  telephone desk,  picked  up  a  smal   leather  case,  took  out  a  business card,  wrote  on  the  back  with  a  gold  pen,  and  passed  it  to

Virgil. Heâ€™d written,  Hao Nguyen. 

â€œReal y? You know that sort of stuff?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œThe embassy isnâ€™t that big,â€ Tai said. â€œYou go through a process of elimination, figuring out who is real y doing what. Whoeverâ€™s left is the intel igence guy.â€

â€œReal y.â€

Tai  was  easing  him  toward  the  door.  â€œNo  big  secret. 

Donâ€™t tel  him you talked to me. That would hurt. I would be interested in his reaction.â€ He giggled. â€œReal y get his knickers in a bunch.â€

â€œIâ€™l  give him a jingle,â€  Virgil said. 

Just before he went through the door, he let Tai see that he was checking the facial scars: â€œPlay a little hockey?â€

â€œHigh school goalie. Started my last two years,â€ Tai said. 

â€œA Patrick Roy poster above the bed?â€

Tai  smiled  and  shook  his  head.  â€œThere  are  actual y several cities in Canada, Mr. Flowers. Pat Roy was a hel  of a  goalie,  but  he  played  for  Montreal.  If  Iâ€™d  put  up  a  Pat Roy poster, Iâ€™d have been strangled in my sleep. By my brother.â€

â€œShows  you  what  I  know  about  hockey,â€  Virgil  said as the door closed behind him. The lock went  snick. 

â€œAnd donâ€™t let the door hit you in the ass,â€ Virgil said to the empty corridor. 

As  he  was  going  down  in  the  elevator,  he  realized  that Phem  had  said  three  words  to  him:  â€œWhatâ€™s  up, eh?â€

Back  in  the  truck,  Virgil  looked  at  the  business  card: Nguyen  Van  Tai,  Bennu  Consultants.  An  address  on Merchant Street in Toronto. 

Â 

Â 

DIDNâ€™T WANT TO do it; did it anyway. 

Mai  Sinclair  said  she  went  to  a  dance  studio  in  the evening. 

It was almost evening. 

He parked two blocks down from the Sinclairsâ€™ condo, half  the  truck  behind  a  tree.  He  could  see  the  front  porch clearly.  He  settled  down,  took  out  his  cel   phone  and  cal ed the  information  operator,  and  got  the  number  for  the Vietnamese embassy. 

A woman answered, and Virgil said, â€œCould I speak to Mr. Hao Nguyen? Iâ€™m not sure Iâ€™m pronouncing that quite the right way.â€

â€œIâ€™l  see if Mr. Nguyen is in.â€  No problem there. 

Nguyen  came  on  a  moment  later,  a  deep  voice  with  a

heavy Vietnamese accent: â€œMr. Nguyen speaking.â€

â€œMr.  Nguyen,  my  name  is  Virgil  Flowers.  Iâ€™m  a police officer with the state of Minnesota down in the U.S. I was  told  that  you  might  be  able  to  help  me  with  a question.â€

â€œWel   .  .  .  Officer  Flowers  .  .  .  Iâ€™m  a  cultural attachÃ©  here.  Iâ€™m  not  sure  that  Iâ€™m  the  person  .  . 

.â€

â€œYou should know,â€ Virgil said. â€œWhat I need to know  is,  when  the  Vietnamese  execute  a  criminal,  or whatever, do you guys stick a lemon in his mouth to keep him from protesting?â€

â€œWhat?â€

â€œDo you stick a lemon . . .â€

â€œIs this a joke?â€

â€œNo,  no.  Weâ€™ve  had  two  murders  down  here,  that Iâ€™m investigating, and both of the dead men had lemons stuck  in  their  mouths,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œI  was  told  that Vietnamese executioners sometimes did that, you know, like firing squads, to keep the man quiet.â€

â€œWhy would I know something like that? Who told you to cal  me?â€

â€œWel , I was told that youâ€™re real y the resident for

Vietnamese  intel igence,  and  that  itâ€™s  something  you would know.â€

â€œWhat?  Intel igence?  Who  would  tel   you  such  a thing?â€

â€œJust a guy I met down here,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œI donâ€™t understand a single thing you are saying. I am hanging up now. Good-bye.â€  The phone banged down. 

â€œSounded like a big â€˜Yesâ€™ to me,â€ Virgil said aloud. 

Â 

Â 

HE KILLED MORE TIME with his camera, and was looking through a long lens at the Sinclair apartment when Mai came out, forty-five minutes later, carrying a gym bag. Watched her walk away. 

He let her get another block down the street, then started the  truck,  eased  onto  Lincoln.  She  walked  four  blocks,  then over  to  Grand,  where  she  became  involved  in  a  curious incident. 

Two  skaters  turned  the  corner,  slipping  along  on  their boards, hats backward, long shirts, calf-length baggy pants, fingerless gloves, nearly twins except that one was black and one was white. 

The white kid said something to her, with a body gesture

that  was  right  next  to  a  smirk,  and  Mai  stopped  and  said something  back  to  him,  and  held  up  a  finger;  and  said something else, and waited; and the two boys turned away, got off the sidewalk, and slipped on down the street. 

Virgil eased the truck back behind the corner before Mai could  turn  far  enough  to  see  it.  When  he  eased  forward again, sheâ€™d gone on, taking a left on Grand. He went up to  the  corner,  looked  left,  and  saw  her  turn  at  a  tan-brick building with the red scrawl of a neon sign in the window. He was at too sharp an angle to read the sign, but it looked like a dance studio. 

He  thought  about  going  back  after  the  kids,  to  ask  what sheâ€™d  said  to  them,  but  thereâ€™d  be  a  risk  in  that  if they were local, and if she should encounter them again. 

Besides,  he  didnâ€™t  real y  need  to.  He  knew  what  had been said. 

Something close to:

â€œHey, mama, you wanna feel a  really hard muscle?â€

And  sheâ€™d  said,  â€œGo  away,  little  boys.  You donâ€™t want to mess with me.â€

Theyâ€™d gone, because theyâ€™d seen the same thing that Virgil saw. 

Virgil didnâ€™t know a hel  of a lot about karate or kung fu or jujitsu, but standing there, Mai had looked like one of the

sword  women  in  the  Chinese  slasher  films  that  Virgil  had seen  three  of,  with  titles  like  The  Pink  Flowers  of  Eternity and Swords & Shit. 

A certain pose that didnâ€™t say dance, but said, instead, â€œIâ€™l  pluck your fuckinâ€™ eyebal s out.â€

You  find  out  the  most  interesting  things  by  spying  on people, Virgil thought. Especial y if youâ€™re a cynical and evil motherfucker. 

 Just take the girl dancing, Virgil. 

DAVENPORT CALLED AS VIRGIL was driving back toward the motel. 

â€œWhatâ€™re you doing?â€  Davenport asked. 

â€œNothing much. How about you?â€

â€œNothing much here,â€  Davenport said. 

â€œOkay. Wel , talk to you tomorrow,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œVirgil . . . Iâ€™m too tired. Just tel  me.â€

Virgil gave him a recap of the day, and when he finished, there  was  a  moment  of  silence,  then  Davenport  said, â€œGood.â€

â€œOne  thing.  These  guys,  Tai  and  Phemâ€”you  know anybody  in  the  Mounties  who  might  take  a  peek  into  a computer, see whatâ€™s up with them?â€

â€œI  donâ€™t,  but  Larry  McDonald  up  in  Bemidji,  he works with them al  the time. I got his number here.â€

Virgil jotted the number on his pad, on the seat beside him, and the car on the left honked as he swerved slightly into that lane. â€œFuck you,â€  he muttered. 

â€œWhat?â€

â€œNot  you.  Guy  just  honked  at  me,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œRoad  rage.  Okay,  Iâ€™l   jack  up  McDonald,  but  I  think my  best  bet  is  Bunton.  I  canâ€™t  find  anybody  to  tel   me about him.â€

â€œBe patient; youâ€™l  have him by noon tomorrow,â€

Davenport  said.  â€œThe  big  question  is,  are  there  more targets?  Itâ€™d  be  sort  of  a  Bad  Thing  if  another  body turned up.â€

â€œThank you, boss.â€

Mc  DONALD,  AN  AGENT  in  the  BCAâ€™s  northern Minnesota  office,  was  in  the  middle  of  dinner,  which  he mentioned  in  passing,  and  which  Virgil  ignored.  He explained what he needed, and McDonald said, â€œI can do thatâ€”but my guy up there, the computer guy, wonâ€™t be in until tomorrow morning.â€

â€œAnything  we  can  get,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œPeople  are starting to grit their teeth down here.â€

Another  phone  cal   from  Carol.  â€œThe  Sinclair  guy  just

cal ed, and heâ€™s pissed.â€

â€œDid he say what about?â€

â€œHe said something about some Vietnamese . . .â€

â€œIâ€™l  cal  him.â€

He did. 

Sinclair  said,  â€œWhy  did  you  tel   Phem  and  Tai  that  I gave  you  their  names?  They  think  youâ€™re  investigating them.  I  could  be  out  of  a  job.  How  in  the  hel   did  you  even know about them?â€

â€œAsked  around,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œYou  mentioned working  for  Larson  on  the  hotels  that  they  want  to  build  in Vietnam,  and  I  thought,  wel ,  maybe  thereâ€™d  be  some Vietnamese  I  could  talk  to.  Turns  out  theyâ€™re Canadian.â€

â€œGoddamnit,  Flowers,  itâ€™s  gonna  take  forever  to paper this over.â€

â€œI could give them a cal ,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œBut you  lied to them,â€  Sinclair said. â€œWhat could you tel  them this time?â€

â€œThat I misspoke?â€

Sinclair said, â€œAh, man.â€ Then, â€œListen, you want to talk to them again, donâ€™t bring my name into it, okay? I mean, youâ€™re real y messing me up here.â€

Â 

VIRGIL  APOLOGIZED  one  last  time  as  he  rol ed  into  the motel  parking  lot.  He  had  one  foot  out  of  the  truck  when Sandy, the researcher, cal ed. 

â€œI had to tel  some lies,â€  she said. 

 Cops  all  lie,   Virgil  thought.  But  he  said,  â€œLetâ€™s meet  at  the  cathedral.  Iâ€™l   sprinkle  some  holy  water  on your ass.â€

â€œSounds like a deal,â€ she said, with a slender note of invitation in her voice. She paused, looking for a reaction. 

 â€œSandy!â€   He  was  shocked.  Sandy  was  the  office virgin, though, heâ€™d noticed, from a move heâ€™d seen with another guy in a hal way, actual virginity was unlikely. 

â€œChicken,â€  she said. â€œAl  right, what I got is this. If Ray Bunton got an unexpected tax refund, and it was sent to an old girlfriend, and the girlfriend cal ed his cousin up in Red Lake and asked where she could send the check, sheâ€™d get a phone number to cal . The phone number is attached to an address in south Minneapolis, off Franklin.â€

â€œAtta girl.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  what  I  need.  More  atta  girls.â€ And  she was gone. 

Ray Bunton: Virgil looked up at the motel, sighed, and got back in the truck. 
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BUNTON  WAS  living  in  a  ramshackle  place  off  Franklin Avenue  south  of  the  Minneapolis  loop,  a  house  that hadnâ€™t  been  painted  in  fifty  years,  a  worn-out  lawn  that had  been  driven  on  repeatedly,  dandelions  glowing  from patches of oily grass. 

Virgil left the truck a few doors down so he could look at the  house  for  a  moment  as  he  walked  along;  and  after  he stepped  into  the  street,  he  thought  about  it  for  a  moment, reached  under  the  seat,  got  his  pistol  in  the  leather  inside-the-belt holster, and stuck it in the smal  of his back, under his jacket. 

As  he  headed  down  the  street,  he  could  hear  somebody playing  an  old  Black  Sabbath  piece,  â€œParanoid,â€

pounding  out  of  a  stereo  or  boom  box.  From  the  end  of  a cracked two-strip driveway that squeezed between the close-set houses, he could see a garage in back of Buntonâ€™s place. A guy was lying under a rusted-out Blazer, which was up  on  steel  ramps. A  couple  of  work  lights  lay  on  the  floor, shining on the underside of the car. A motorcycle, slung like a Harley softtail, sat on the drive in front of the garage. 

Virgil  watched  for  a  few  seconds,  then  wandered  up  the driveway. As he came up to the back of the house, the man

pushed  out  from  under  the  truck  and  wiped  his  hands  on  a rag. Virgil recognized him as Bunton. He walked up to the lip of the garage, hands in his jeans pockets, and stood there for a moment, until Bunton felt him and turned his face up, and Virgil said, â€œHey.â€

Bunton  held  up  a  finger,  crawled  across  the  floor  to  the boom box, and poked a button on it; the silence seemed to jump out of the ground. 

Bunton asked, â€œYou a cop?â€

â€œYeah.  BCA.  Trying  to  figure  out  what  happened  to Bob Sanderson,â€  Virgil said. 

Bunton dropped his chin to his chest, then shook his head, crawled a few more feet across the garage, got a jean jacket, and  shook  a  pack  of  Kools  and  a  beat-up  Zippo  out  of  the pocket. 

Bunton  was  gaunt,  with  bad  teeth  colored  nicotine-brown under  the  bril iant  work  lights.  Once-muscular  arms,  now going to flab, showed purple stains that had been tattoos. He lit a Kool after flicking the Zippo a few times, and the stink of lighter fluid sifted over to Virgil. Bunton took a drag and said, â€œBobâ€™s time ran out, you know. What the fuck.â€

â€œYou  got  any  ideas  why?  Or  who  stopped  his clock?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œNo, I donâ€™t, but Iâ€™d like to.â€

â€œYou  know  a  guy  name  of  Utecht  from  down  in  New Ulm?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œAh, Christ, if it ainâ€™t one thing, itâ€™s another,â€

Bunton said, and Virgil felt the spark. Bunton knew Utecht: a connection. 

Bunton stood up and stretched, and Virgil noticed that he was wearing a leg brace. These were old guys: these guys were  older  than  Virgilâ€™s  father.  â€œSomebody  told  you that  we  were  going  to  meetings  together,  huh?  Me â€™nâ€™ Bob?â€

â€œSomebody,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œThis  al   have something to do with Vietnam?â€

Bunton laughed, and then coughed, a smokerâ€™s hack. 

When  he  finished,  he  patted  himself  on  the  chest  with  his cigarette hand and said, â€œTel  you what, palâ€”whatâ€™s your name?â€

â€œVirgil Flowers.â€

â€œNo  shit?  Good  name.  But  tel   you  what:  I  went  to Vietnam when I was nineteen, and since then,  everything has something  to  do  with  Vietnam.  Lot  of  people  like  that,  you know? They even go back there, like tourists, to see if it was real.â€

Bunton might have been part Indian, Virgil thought, but not too  much:  as  in  his  photos,  he  looked  more  Scots  than

Indianâ€”and a little like the Cowardly Lion in  The Wizard of Oz. 

â€œOkay, I donâ€™t understand that,â€ Virgil said. â€œI was  in  the  military,  but  not  in  heavy  combat.  But  I  believe you.â€

â€œThatâ€™s nice of you,â€  Bunton said. 

â€œThe thing is, I understand that Sanderson wasnâ€™t in Vietnam,â€ Virgil said. â€œHe was in Korea. Some guys have  suggested  I  try  to  find  out  if  he  was  in  some  kind  of intel igence outfit and Korea was just a cover.â€

â€œAh,  jeez.  Not  Bob.  Bob  was  .  .  .â€  Bunton  had  a wrench  in  his  hand,  and  he  dropped  it  into  an  open  steel toolbox  and  interrupted  himself  to  say,  â€œHand  me  that other wrench there, wil  you?â€

Virgil  was  standing  beside  the  truck  fender  a  couple  feet from the old man, and he turned and looked at the hood and realized  that  there  wasnâ€™t  a  wrench  there,  and  then  he was hit by lightning. 

The  impact  was  right  behind  his  ear,  and  he  went  down. 

No  pain,  no  understanding  of  what  had  happened,  it  could have  been  an  electrical  shock.  He  hadnâ€™t  quite understood  that  Bunton  had  sucker-punched  him,  and  he tried to push up to his hands and knees, and then Bunton hit him again. 

There was a confused space. 

He  heard  the  motorcycle  start  up,  he  remembered  later, and then it was quiet, and then there was some talk, and then he tried to get up and there was another old man there, who said, â€œWhat happened, buddy? What happened?â€

And  he  fel   down  again  and  he  heard  the  old  man  shout, â€œI think heâ€™s having a heart attack or something. Cal 911.â€  And  the  old  man  asked  Virgil,  â€œWhereâ€™s Ray?â€

Â 

Â 

THE  AMBULANCE  took  him  to  Hennepin  Medical  Center, and  he  woke  up  in  a  bed  with  a  bunch  of  cops  around, including  Shrake  and  Jenkins.  Virgil  asked,  â€œWhat happened? Was it that fuckinâ€™ Bunton?â€

Jenkins  looked  at  Shrake  and  said,  â€œHeâ€™s back.â€

Maybe he was back, but Virgilâ€™s head felt like it was in New Jersey. â€œWhat do you mean, Iâ€™m back?â€

â€œFor  the  past  hour,  youâ€™ve  been  asking,  â€˜What happened?â€™  and  weâ€™d  tel   you,  but  the  needle  was stuck,  and  after  we  told  you,  youâ€™d  say,  â€˜What happened?â€™â€

â€œAh,  man,â€  Virgil  groaned.  â€œThat  goddamned

Bunton. Did he get my gun?â€

â€œNope.  Youâ€™ve  got  your  gun,  youâ€™ve  got  your wal et, got your IDâ€”which is why weâ€™re here,â€ Shrake said.  â€œYou  got  a  lump  on  the  back  of  your  head  and  a contusion and a bruise, like you were sapped.â€

â€œWhat happened to my truck?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œI  donâ€™t  know,â€  Shrake  said.  â€œWhereâ€™d you leave it?â€

â€œAh, man . . .â€

A nurse stuck her head in. â€œHeâ€™s back?â€

â€œHeâ€™s  back,â€  Jenkins  told  her.  â€œGet  the doc.â€

â€œIâ€™ve been out?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œNot exactly out,â€ Shrake said. â€œThe lights were on, you know, but nobody was home.â€

â€œNot  the  first  time  you  heard  that,  huh?â€  Jenkins asked. â€œSo: who do we kil ?â€

â€œHeyâ€”Iâ€™m  naked  under  here,â€  Virgil  said, peering under the sheet that covered him. 

â€œThatâ€™s  coolâ€”donâ€™t  have  to  show  us,â€

Jenkins said. 

The  doctor  came  and  told  him  that  heâ€™d  suffered  a concussion  of  modest  severityâ€”â€œNot  terrible,  but  not

nothing, either. You got hit pretty damn hard. You remember the MRI?â€

â€œNo.â€

â€œWel , we did an MRI,â€  the doc said. 

â€œI remember a loud noise. . . .â€

â€œThat  was  it. Anyway,  thereâ€™s  no  fracture,  and  we didnâ€™t see any real organic damage, no bleeding, but you took a hit and got your circuits scrambled. We want you here overnight,  to  make  sure  that  everything  continues  to  work. 

Make  sure  that  a  clot  doesnâ€™t  pop  out  of  the woodwork.â€

â€œIs that likely?â€  Shrake asked. 

â€œItâ€™s  getting  less  likely  the  longer  it  goes,  but  he doesnâ€™t  want  to  be  out  in  a  canoe  somewhere  if  it happens,â€  the  doc  told  Shrake.  To  Virgil:  â€œSo,  stay overnight,  and  weâ€™l   look  at  you  tomorrow  morning  and then you can go home.â€

â€œMy head hurts. . . .â€

â€œWe can fix that,â€ the doc said. â€œYou could use some sleep, too.â€

Â 

Â 

HE WOKE EARLY, feeling tired, drugged, and disoriented. A nurse  looked  in  on  him,  gave  him  a  piece  of  paper,  and

nurse  looked  in  on  him,  gave  him  a  piece  of  paper,  and asked  him  to  read  the  smal   type.  He  did.  She  said, â€œWhat  do  you  want  for  breakfast?â€  He  ate  and  went back to sleep. 

Davenport cal ed from Washington and said, â€œSounds like youâ€™re making progress. I told you that youâ€™d find him.â€

â€œIs that what you thought when you got your ass shot? 

That you were making progress?â€

Davenport  laughed,  then  said,  â€œWasnâ€™t  my  ass,  it was my leg. Anywayâ€”are you okay? You sound okay.â€

â€œGot a headache, but Iâ€™m not gonna die,â€ Virgil said.  â€œCanâ€™t  say  the  same  for  fuckinâ€™  Bunton when I find him.â€

â€œDonâ€™t  shoot  him  right  away,â€  Davenport  said. 

â€œAsk  him  some  questions  first.  Find  out  if  he  did Sanderson and Utecht.â€

â€œAh, I donâ€™t think he didâ€”but I think he knows why they were kil ed. I gotta get outa here, he could be anywhere by now.â€

â€œJenkins  and  Shrake  cal ed  me  last  night  after  they talked  to  you.  Theyâ€™ve  been  tracking  himâ€”or  trying  to. 

They  oughta  be  coming  by  to  tel   you  what  theyâ€™ve  got. 

You stil  got your cel ?â€

â€œYeah.â€

â€œAl  right. Youâ€™re doing good, Virgil,â€ Davenport said. â€œKeep it up. I want this cleared out before I get back there.â€

Â 

TEN Oâ€™CLOCK: he had to wait until the doc got to him before he could check out, and the doc took his time. After a perfunctory check, he told Virgil to take it easy for a couple of days and to stay away from aspirin for a few more. 

â€œWhat  happens  if  I  donâ€™t  take  it  easy?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œProbably  nothing,  except  that  your  head  wil   hurt more,â€  the doc said. 

Virgil  was  getting  dressed  when  Jenkins  stuck  his  head into the room. â€œYou okay?â€

â€œIâ€™m  good  to  go,â€  Virgil  said.  A  headache lingered,  but  he  ignored  it.  â€œJust  signed  the  insurance papers. What about Bunton?â€

â€œThat house you were at? It belonged to Buntonâ€™s fatherâ€™s  step-brother,  so  heâ€™s  like  a  step-uncle,  if there  is  such  a  thing.  Heâ€™s  the  guy  who  cal ed  the ambulance. We landed on him pretty hard, and what we got is,  Bunton  is  running  around  somewhere  on  a  Harley. 

Weâ€™ve  got  the  plates,  weâ€™ve  got  the  description, weâ€™re stopping half the Harleys in the state. Havenâ€™t

found him yet.â€

â€œWhat about my truck?â€

â€œShrake and I moved it up here, across the street in the parking garage. Iâ€™l  walk you over.â€

â€œThanks, man.â€ Virgil pul ed on his boots. â€œThat fuckinâ€™ Bunton. Wonder what the hel  was going through his head?â€

â€œMaybe  nothing,â€  Jenkins  said.  â€œI  looked  at  his fileâ€”he ainâ€™t exactly a wizard.â€

â€œHeâ€™d  know  better  than  to  whack  a  cop,â€  Virgil said,  standing  up,  tucking  in  his  shirt.  â€œIf  he  goes  to Stil water for ag assault on a cop, he might not get out.â€

â€œSo whatâ€™re we doing?â€

â€œIâ€™m  gonna  go  back  and  talk  to  this  uncle;  make some things clear,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

BUNTONâ€™S  STEP-UNCLE,  whose  name  was  Carl Bunton, had been laid off by Northwest Airlines, Jenkins said, and was working as a clerk in a convenience store. Virgil got his  truck  and  fol owed  Jenkins  out  of  the  parking  garage, down  south  through  the  loop,  to  a  no-name  food  shop  on Franklin. A kid, maybe twelve, came running out of the shop, carrying a pack of Marlboros, as Virgil and Jenkins crossed

the  parking  lot.  A  manâ€™s  face  floated  behind  the  dark glass, looking out at them; saw them checking out the kid. 

â€œHe  didnâ€™t  buy  them,â€  the  man  said  to  Jenkins as they came through the door. He was standing behind the cash  register,  worried.  â€œHis  pa  is  handicapped.  He  just came to pick them up.â€

Jenkins  poked  a  finger  at  the  guy  and  said  to  Virgil, â€œCarl Bunton.â€

Virgil  nodded  and  said,  â€œI  wanted  to  thank  you  for helping me out last night.â€

â€œGlad  to  do  it,â€  Bunton  said.  â€œBut  I  donâ€™t know  where  Ray  wentâ€”heâ€™s  a  goof,  and  Iâ€™m  not responsible.â€

â€œHeâ€™s got to be hiding somewhere,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œUp at the res,â€  Bunton said. 

Jenkins  shook  his  head.  â€œItâ€™s  six  hours  up  there. 

We  were  looking  for  him  an  hour  after  he  left  here.  He didnâ€™t get to Red Lake without being seen. Thereâ€™s not enough roads.â€

â€œHe knows every one of them, though,â€ Bunton said. 

â€œOnce he gets back on the res, you ainâ€™t getting him out. They got their own laws up there.â€

â€œBut he ainâ€™t up there,â€  Jenkins said. 

â€œHave  any  friends  down  here?  People  whoâ€™d  put him up? More relatives?â€

â€œRayâ€™s got friends al  overâ€”I donâ€™t even know who. Heâ€™s been a biker for fifty years, pretty near. They donâ€™t give a shit about cops.â€

â€œHuh,â€ Virgil said. â€œAnd you donâ€™t have any idea . . .â€

Bunton shook his head. â€œNo. But I can tel  you, heâ€™s going  to  the  res.  No  doubt  about  that.  Once  he  gets  up  in them woods, heâ€™s gone.â€

Â 

THEY STOPPED AT Buntonâ€™s house, and Virgil walked back  along  the  driveway  and  peered  through  a  garage window.  The  Blazer  was  stil   there,  stil   up  on  the  portable ramps.  Virgil  thought  Ray  Bunton  might  have  snuck  back  in the night to get the truck, but he hadnâ€™t. Back at the curb, he  said  good-bye  to  Jenkinsâ€”â€œSee  you  at  the officeâ€ â€”then cal ed Sandy. 

â€œHow bad were you hurt?â€  she asked. 

â€œAhhh  .  .  .  Anyway,  this  Ray  Bunton  guy.  Check  his latest  arrests,  see  if  anybody  else  was  arrested  with  him. 

Iâ€™m  looking  for  friends.  Iâ€™m  especial y  looking  for  a friend  who  might  be  able  to  get  him  a  car,  or  loan  him one.â€

By  the  time  he  got  back  to  the  office,  Sandy  had  five names,  with  more  to  come.  Virgil  started  cal ing  local  law-enforcement agencies, asking them to send cops around to check  for  Bunton.  Nothing  happened,  and  Virgil  kept pressing until evening. 

Â 

Mc  DONALD,  THE  COP  from  Bemidji  who  knew  some Mounties,  cal ed  halfway  through  the  afternoon  with information  about  Tai  and  Phem,  the  two  Vietnamese-Canadian businessmen. 

â€œUnless  youâ€™ve  got  a  specific  string  to  pul , theyâ€™re  pretty  much  what-you-see-is-what-you-get.  Both were born in the Toronto area, no known criminal or histories, both have worked with the Canadian government in dealings with  the  Vietnamese,  and  because  of  that,  theyâ€™ve  both undergone security checks and have come up clean. Not that theyâ€™re  perfectâ€”theyâ€™ve  both  been  involved  in disputes  with  Canada  Revenue.  Thatâ€™s  the  Canadian IRS. But the disputes are civil, not criminal.â€

â€œSo theyâ€™re clean.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  not  what  I  said.  What  I  said  is,  nobody knows the il egal stuff that theyâ€™ve done.â€

â€œYouâ€™re a cynical man, McDonald.â€

Â 

Â 

Â 

AT  SIX  Oâ€™CLOCK,  with  nothing  moving  and  the  office emptied out, he took stock: he smel ed bad, he thought, his head  stil   hurt,  he  wasnâ€™t  al owed  aspirin  or  alcohol  or caffeine, and he wasnâ€™t finding Bunton. He had a dozen police  agencies  checking  Buntonâ€™s  friends,  and  they  al had his phone number; driving aimlessly around in the streets wouldnâ€™t help. He fished Mead Sinclairâ€™s card out of his pocket, stared at it for a moment, then dialed. 

Sinclair answered, and Virgil identified himself and asked, â€œYour daughter around?â€

â€œOh,  for  Christâ€™s  sakes.â€  Then  Virgil  heard Sinclair shout, â€œMaiâ€”itâ€™s the cops.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL WENT BACK to the motel, cleaned up, put on fresh jeans  and  an  antique  Hole  T-shirt  and  a  black  sport  coat. 

With his usual cowboy boots and his long blond hair, he did look a little country, he thought, and not too drugstore, either. 

Heâ€™d told her jeans were appropriate, and whatever else she had. 

Â 

Â 

ON THE WAY to Sinclairâ€™s place, his contact at the DEA cal ed: â€œI got nothing. I talked to the FBI guys, and they got nothing.  Nothing  about  lemons,  nothing  about  serial  vet

murders. The guy I talked to wants you to drop him a line.â€

â€œYou got my e-mail?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œI do.â€

â€œGive it to the FBI guy, tel  him to e-mail me. Iâ€™l  pop something back to him.â€

Â 

Â 

MAI  HAD  GONE  WITH  a  manâ€™s  white  dress  shirt, unbuttoned  about  three  down,  jeans,  and  sandals,  and  had pul ed her hair into a ponytail. She looked terrific, her heart-shaped face framed by the white col ar, and country enough. 

â€œDadâ€™s  writing,â€  she  said,  quietly,  at  the  door. 

Most of the lights in the apartment were out. 

â€œHe  works  at  night?â€  he  asked.  He  always  asked when other writers worked. 

â€œAnd early. He gets up at dawn. Always has. He says he can get five hours of work done before anybody else is up. 

Heâ€™s  stil   real y  angry  with  you,  by  the  way.  He doesnâ€™t  believe  you  found  those  Vietnamese  by  cal ing Larson.â€

â€œWel â€”suspicious old coot.â€

Â 

Â 

THEY  TALKED  ABOUT  personal  biography  in  the

truckâ€”growing  up  in  Madison,  Wisconsin,  for  her,  in Marshal , Minnesota, for him. She told him about working as her fatherâ€™s editorial assistant, about looking for work as an  actress,  as  a  dancer.  He  told  her  about  being  a  cop; about kil ing a man the year before. 

â€œMy father hates kil ing,â€ she said. â€œHe spent his life fighting the idea of kil ing as a solution to anything.â€

â€œI hope he doesnâ€™t find out about me cal ing up the intel igence guy,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œWhat? You cal ed the CIA?â€  Eyebrows up. 

â€œNo,  no,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œI  cal ed  the  Vietnamese intel igence guy at their embassy in Ottawa. You knowâ€”their spy guy.â€

â€œOh . . . you did not.â€

â€œYes, I did,â€  Virgil said, glancing over at her. â€œHis name was something like, you know, Wun Hung Low.â€

â€œIt is not, and thatâ€™s racist,â€  she said. 

â€œSorry. His name was, uh, Hao Nguyen,â€ Virgil said. 

â€œHe  was  pretty  surprised  to  hear  from  me,  I  can  tel you.â€

She brushed it off. â€œYou cal ed a  spy?â€

â€œYup. He told me to get lost.â€

She had her phone out, dialed, waited a minute, then said, 

â€œHey, Dad. Virgil and I are on the way to the dance club. 

He just told me that he cal ed some spy up in the Vietnamese embassy in Ottawa. About you. Yeah. He said â€˜One Truck Loadâ€™  .  .  .  No,  no,  he  said,  Hao  Nguyen.  Yeah.  Yeah,  I bet. Okay, I wil .â€

She  hung  up,  and  Virgil  said,  â€œBoy,  I  sure  hope  he doesnâ€™t hear about that.â€

She said, â€œNow heâ€™s  really pissed.â€

â€œYou said, â€˜I wil .â€™ What was that?â€

â€œHe  wants  me  to  see  what  else  I  can  worm  out  of you,â€  she said. 

â€œWel ,  hel ,â€  Virgil  said,  â€œI  am  the  talkative sort.â€

Â 

HE  TOOK  HER  TO  One-Eyed  Dickâ€™s  Tejas  Tap  in Rosevil e,  where  they  had  dancing  and  live  music.  They lucked into a booth, she got a Corona with a slice of lime, he ordered  a  lemonade.  â€œYou  have  a  problem  with alcohol?â€  she asked. 

It  took  him  a  second,  then  he  said,  â€œOh.  No.  Not  that way. I got whacked on the head last night.â€

He  told  her  about  it,  dramatizing  a  little  because  she looked so good, and she said, â€œThe same guy you were tel ing Dad about? The Indian guy?â€

â€œYeah.  I  donâ€™t  know  whatâ€™s  up  with  him.  He figures  in  here  somehow. Anyway,  heâ€™s  running.  Iâ€™l find him.â€  He took a sip of lemonade. 

â€œWhy 

are 

you 

wearing 

a 

shirt 

that 

says, 

â€˜Holeâ€™?â€

â€œJust  another  band,â€  he  said.  â€œCâ€™mon. 

Letâ€™s dance.â€

So  they  danced,  cheek-to-cheek,  and  she  was  a  perfect dancer,  like  a  warm,  wel -rounded  shadow.  He  wasnâ€™t bad himself, he thought. One-Eyed Dickâ€™s didnâ€™t do much in the way of line dancing, a fad that had faded, but stil did some, including a beginnerâ€™s electric slide, and she caught on instantly and he had her laughing hard with it, dark eyes sparkling. Watching her, he thought he might give quite a  bit  to  see  her  laughing  over  the  years.  But  then,  heâ€™d had that same thought with three other women. 

While  he  was  at  the  bar,  getting  another  lemonade  and beer, he watched her talking excitedly on her cel  phone. She was  putting  it  away  when  he  got  back,  and  she  said, â€œGirlfriend  from  Madison.  She  found  my  perfect  life-mate.â€

â€œDancer?â€

â€œPsychiatrist,â€ she said, and they both laughed, and she said, â€œShe was serious, too.â€

She  probed  on  murder  investigations:  how  he  did  them, why  he  did  them. Asked  if  cops  stil   beat  people  up  to  get information. 

â€œI  wouldnâ€™t,â€  he  said.  â€œItâ€™s  torture. 

Tortureâ€™s immoral.â€

â€œThe CIA doesnâ€™t seem to think so.â€

â€œNo,  no.â€  He  wagged  a  finger  at  her.  â€œ  Some people  in  the  CIA  think  it  is  immoral.  Maybe  some donâ€™t.â€

â€œWhat  about  with  things  like  9/11,  where  youâ€™ve got terrorists blowing up buildings?â€

He  shrugged.  â€œAre  you  going  to  torture  people because  you  suspect  they  might  be  up  to  something? 


Somebodyâ€™s  always up to something. What about a guy you  suspect  is  kil ing  little  children?  Do  you  torture  him because  of  what  you  suspect?  If  you  torture  people  you suspect of being criminals, where do you stop? Who do you trust  to  do  the  suspecting?  And  if  you  donâ€™t  want  to torture  people  in  advance,  then  do  you  torture  them afterwards? For what? For revenge? That doesnâ€™t seem like something civilized people would do.â€

â€œWhat about capital punishment?â€  she asked. 

â€œDonâ€™t believe in it,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œYouâ€™re a weird cop,â€  she said. 

â€œNot  real yâ€”a  lot  of  cops  donâ€™t  believe  in  it. 

Torture,  anyway.  The  problem  isnâ€™t  what  it  does  to  the victim, itâ€™s what it does to the people who do it. Messes them  up.  Turns  them  into  animals.  Iâ€™l   tel   you somethingâ€”you show me an executioner, and Iâ€™l  show you a screwed-up human being.â€

â€œBut you kil ed a guy last year . . .â€

â€œWho  was  trying  to  kil   me.  I  do  believe  in  self-defense,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œBut  torture  and  cold-blooded execution . . . those things are sins.â€

They  danced  some  more,  and  the  music  and  the  lights began to jiggle his brain around, and final y she put a hand on his chest and asked, â€œAre you okay?â€

â€œThe  headacheâ€™s  coming  back.  Itâ€™s  the lights,â€  he said. 

â€œSo  we  can  dance  anytime.  Why  donâ€™t  you  take me home and get some rest? Or, better yet, you can take the Mai Sinclair instant concussion cure.â€

â€œWhatâ€™s that?â€

â€œCanâ€™t be explained, only shown,â€  she said. 

BACK AT  HER APARTMENT,  she  put  a  finger  to  her  lips, said, â€œQuietâ€”if he wakes up, heâ€™l  never get back to sleep.â€  They  crept  inside,  across  the  living  room  to  the glassed-in  porch  where  Sinclair  did  his  writing;  on  the  way, 

glassed-in  porch  where  Sinclair  did  his  writing;  on  the  way, Mai got a pil ow from a couch. 

On  the  porch,  a  six-foot-long  Oriental  carpet  spread  out behind Sinclairâ€™s writing chair. After Mai had closed the porch  door,  she  said,  â€œI  want  you  to  lie  down  on  the carpet,  arms  above  your  head,  folded,  fingers  touching, forehead  on  the  pil ow.  Facedown,  so  your  spine  is straight.â€

Al   right.  Virgil  sprawled  facedown  on  the  carpet,  moved his  hands  around  until  she  was  satisfied  that  his  body  was squared up; then she straddled him, sitting in the smal  of his back,  probed  his  neck  with  her  fingertips,  as  if  looking  for something,  then  suddenly  dug  in.  The  pain  was  like  an electric  shock,  and  he  arched  his  back  and  yelped: â€œAh.â€

â€œShhh,â€ she whispered. â€œRelax. Iâ€™m going to do  that  again,  but  it  wonâ€™t  hurt  as  much.  Your  neck muscles are like woodâ€”that slows down the blood flow you need.  So  relax  .  .  .â€  Her  voice  lul ed  him,  and  she  dug  in again, at the instant he no longer expected it, and the shock was as bad as the first: â€œAHHHH.â€

â€œEasy, easy . . . thatâ€™s the last shock. Now Iâ€™m going to pul  some of the muscles apart.â€ She did, and it stil   hurt;  but  the  pain  gradual y  ebbed,  to  be  replaced  by  a surging warmth, and he went away for a while, only to come back when she stood up, slapped him on the butt, and said, 

â€œYouâ€™re cured, cowboy.â€

He  sat  up,  a  little  dizzy.  â€œAh,  jeez  .  .  .â€  But  he  felt goodâ€”though tiredâ€”and the headache was gone. 

â€œYou  need  to  go  home  and  get  some  sleep,â€  she said. â€œTomorrow morning, youâ€™l  feel good. If you get some sleep.â€

â€œHmm.â€ He ran his hands through his hair, shaking it out.  â€œAl   right.  Whatâ€™d  you  just  do?  Some  kind  of massage therapy?â€

â€œSomething like thatâ€”a little like acupuncture, too,â€

she said. â€œDancers learn that stuff. Weâ€™ve always got aches and pains.â€

She  was  moving  him  toward  the  door,  he  realized.  He wasnâ€™t going to get any further this night; better to go with shyness,  or  politeness,  than  to  make  a  grab  at  her.  â€œI appreciate it. Jeez, Iâ€™d like to take you dancing again.â€

â€œGive me a cal ,â€ she said at the door. She kissed a fingertip  and  pressed  it  against  his  nose,  and  closed  the door. 

Second time that happened. Just like with the Vietnamese guys: donâ€™t let the door hit you in the ass, Virgil. 

He was back in his truck when he became aware of a kind of erotic warmth in his back and side muscles, where her butt and  legs  had  weighed  on  him.  Not  a  tease,  because  she

hadnâ€™t been wiggling around or anything, but the feeling was there, and lingering. 

He  thought  about  Janey,  probably  home  alone  and lonesome. And he thought,  That would be wrong, Virgil. 

But  would  it  real y  be  wrong  to  bring  a  little  warmth  and comfort  to  a  lonely  woman?  To  help  someone  out  who needed . . . 

What a load of self-serving, hypocritical BS. 

 Mai Sinclair, he thought.  Pretty damn good. 

9

THE  SCOUT  sat  in  the  back  of  a  two-year-old  white  Chevy van,  in  a  cluster  of  cars  under  a  spreading  oak,  on Edgecumbe down from the corner at Snel ing, watching John Wiggeâ€™s house. 

Waiting  for  the  lights  to  go  out.  Waiting  to  go  to  bed. 

Heâ€™d been there waiting, for four hours, since Wigge got home. 

The  house  was  a  single-story  brick-and-shingle  affair surrounded  by  a  close-cropped  lawn. A  tough  nut  to  crack. 

Wigge was an ex-cop, now the vice president of a high-end private security agency, and heâ€™d taken advantage of the job:  there  were  motion  detectors,  glass-break  alarms, magnetic  window  sensors  that  would  start  screaming  with any movement at al . The security panel, set into the wal  near the back door, looked like it could launch the space shuttle. 

Wigge had taken part in the meeting at Sandersonâ€™s, with  Sanderson  and  Bunton  and  the  unknown  man  in  the backseat of Wiggeâ€™s car. With Bunton on the run, Wigge was the next targetâ€”but heâ€™d have to be taken outside the house. Inside the house, he had too many advantages. 

Now,  if  heâ€™d  just  go  to  bed,  they  could  start  again tomorrow. 

Â 

THE  SHOOTER  was  two  blocks  from  the  scout.  He  sat  in silence,  not  moving.  No  iPod,  no  headphones,  no  book, though  he  couldnâ€™t  have  read  in  the  dark  anyway.  He needed  none  of  that,  the  artificial  support,  when  he  could simply run his memories, smile with them, cry with them, and al   the  time,  al   five  senses  could  reach  out  over  the landscape, looking for targets. . . . 

Though, when he thought about it, had he ever used  taste? 

He  reached  back  through  his  memories  .  .  .  and  was  stil there when the light came on in Wiggeâ€™s garage. 

That was one weakness in Wiggeâ€™s security, and the scout had noticed it earlier and brought it to the shooterâ€™s attention.  The  garage  was  connected  directly  to  the  house, so Wigge could get out and into his car without being seen. 

But  he  had  a  garage  door  opener  with  an  automatic overhead  light. As  soon  as  he  touched  the  button  to  lift  the door, the light went on. If he did that from the garage, rather than  from  inside  the  car,  heâ€™d  be  exposed,  if  only  for  a moment or two. 

The shooter was in the back of the van, in a legal parking space,  with  the  rifle  on  the  floor  beside  him.  When  the  light came  on  in  the  garage,  he  reacted  instantly,  dropping  the window with one jab of his finger, swiveling the gun up . . . 

The  cel   phone  burped:  no  sign  of  life  in  the  garage.  The

shooter  picked  up  the  phone,  and  the  scout  said, â€œHeâ€™s in the car,â€  and â€œHeâ€™s moving.â€

And here it came, a big black GMC sport utility vehicle with a  ton  of  chrome  and  gray-tinted  windows  of  the  kind popularized  by  the  Blackwater  mercenaries  in  Iraq.  Wigge backed  out,  paused,  watched  the  garage  door  al   the  way down,  then  backed  into  the  street,  aimed  at  Snel ing,  and drove away. The shooter waited until it turned the corner, then started after it. 

His  cel   phone  beeped,  and  he  put  it  to  his  ear,  and  the scout said, â€œStraight up Snel ing.â€

The  shooter  saw  the  truck  again  as  it  turned  down  the ramp onto I-94, headed east. He was ten seconds behind it. 

Â 

Â 

JOHN WIGGE was a big red-faced man, bul et-headed and bul et-brained.  Heâ€™d  retired  with  a  ful   pension  from  the St.  Paul  cops,  where  heâ€™d  spent  most  of  his  career working  Vice.  His  nickname  had  been  R-A,  pronounced â€œARR-AYY,â€  which  stood  for  Resisting  Arrest.  Sel dope in his territory without Wiggeâ€™s okay, run a hooker without a nod from Wigge, and there was a good chance that youâ€™d resist arrest and get your head busted, or an arm or  a  leg.  Heâ€™d  walked  right  up  to  the  edge  of  criminal charges  a  few  times,  but  heâ€™d  always  walked  away

again. 

A  different  proposition  than  Sanderson  or  Utecht. 

Sanderson was like a banty rooster, but a banty rooster was stil  a chicken. Wigge was not. 

Stil ,  the  shooter  could  take  him.  There  was  no  question about that. If he could get Wigge alone for thirty seconds, or even ten seconds. He had a gun, a lead-weighted sap, a rol of  duct  tape.  Sometimes  you  had  to  take  calculated  risks; and sometimes, if you work at it hard enough, you get lucky. 

Wigge merged left, leaving I-94 to take I-35 north, staying in  the  left  lane,  picking  up  speed.  Going  somewhere.  The shooter settled in one lane to Wiggeâ€™s right, and fel  back until he could see only the top of Wiggeâ€™s truck, and let the ex-cop pul  him up the highway. 

And they kept going, out of the metro. The shooter got on the phone, said, â€œHeâ€™s past 694, stil  going north,â€

and  the  scout  came  back:  â€œIâ€™m  coming  up  behind you. Iâ€™l  take it for a while.â€

The scout was in a new rented Audi A6, gave the shooter a wave  as  he  went  past.  A  minute  later  on  the  phone: â€œOkay, Iâ€™ve got him.â€

They  rol ed  in  the  loose  formation,  through  the  night,  then the  scout  came  up  again,  â€œHeâ€™s  slowing  down,  he may be lookingâ€”Iâ€™m going on past.â€

The shooter slowed, slowed. The scout cal ed, â€œIâ€™m past  him,  stil   going  away.  Heâ€™s  definitely  looking, heâ€™s going maybe fifty.â€

The shooter slowed to fifty, wondered briefly if Wigge had a trailing car. Wel , if he had, there was nothing to be done. 

The scout: â€œIâ€™m off. Iâ€™l  let him get past me. . . . 

Okay. Heâ€™s stil  up ahead, stil  slower than anything else on the road. Look for a trailing car ...â€

The  shooter  couldnâ€™t  see  a  trailing  car.  Couldnâ€™t see Wigge, either. 

The  scout:  â€œIâ€™m  back  on.  I  can  see  him,  way  up ahead.  .  .  .  Iâ€™m  gaining  on  him,  again.â€  Then: â€œOkay,  heâ€™s  picking  it  up.  Heâ€™s  picking  it  up. 

Real y picking it up . . .â€

They played tag, letting Wigge out of sight between exits, a delicate task made easier by the GPS video/map screens in the Audi. Thirty miles out of St. Paul; forty miles; coming up to fifty. The scout: â€œHeâ€™s getting off. Heâ€™s getting off at the rest stop. I have to go by, itâ€™s over to you. Iâ€™l come back quick as I can.â€

The  shooter  slowed  again,  back  to  fifty,  and  then  moved onto the shoulder of the highway and stopped. He didnâ€™t want to pul  into the parking lot, then have to sit in the truck without  getting  out.  Wigge  would  be  watching  the  vehicles coming in from behind, which was why the scout kept going. If

coming in from behind, which was why the scout kept going. If the shooter waited, he might lose him, but he had to take the chance. 

He made himself wait three minutes, then pul ed back onto the highway. Another minute to the rest stop, two lanes, one for  eighteen-wheelers,  one  for  cars.  The  rest  stop  pavilion was a round brick building, sitting in a puddle of light, with a bunch of newspaper stands out front. A couple of kids were wandering around, and a couple of adults, kil ing time while somebody peed. 

And  there  was  Wigge,  out  of  his  truck,  walking  down  the sidewalk,  away  from  the  pavilion,  under  a  row  of  dim  bal lights.  Farther  on,  sitting  on  a  picnic  table,  was  the  Indian, Bunton. 

Jackpot. 

Â 

THE  SHOOTER  cal ed  the  scout:  â€œWeâ€™ve  got Bunton.â€

His mind was racing. There were a number of techniques for capturing two men, but the conditions here were difficult. 

He would need to run a dialogue on them; he would need to convince  them  that  they  might  save  their  lives  with cooperation. . . . 

As  he  watched,  looking  at  Wiggeâ€™s  back  as  Wigge strol ed  down  the  sidewalk,  Bunton  got  up,  stretched,  and

wandered away from him. The land east of the rest stop fel off into a ravine, and the edges were heavily wooded, oaks and  a  few  maples.  The  two  men  moved  at  a  leisurely  pace toward  the  tree  line,  and  Bunton  turned  his  head,  looked back, and disappeared into what must have been a trail. 

A  moment  later,  Wigge  went  in  after  him.  The  shooter waited,  fifteen  seconds,  thirty  seconds,  then  climbed  out  of the van. Behind the cover of the door, he tucked his pistol into the  waistband  of  his  pants,  pul ed  on  a  University  of  Iowa basebal  hat, and started after them, ambling along as easily as Wigge had. 

Fifteen  cars  were  spotted  up  and  down  the  rest  area, people  coming  and  going,  one  whining  kid,  overtired,  his parents  urging  him  back  to  the  car:  â€œOnly  an  hour  to go,â€  the father said as the shooter passed them. 

The  shooter  walked  past  the  point  where  Wigge  had  left the sidewalk, continuing al  the way to the end of the parking area. He wasnâ€™t sure, but there appeared to be another pavilion back in the trees; not sure, but then a cigarette lighter flared. Thatâ€™s where they were. The shooter stepped into the  trees,  paused,  watched,  then  began  moving,  quiet  as  a mink.  Four  steps,  stop.  A  dozen  more,  always  with  a  tree between himself and the targets. He heard voices then, two men  talking,  the  sound  low  and  urgent.  He  could  take  them both, right here. Have to be careful about Wiggeâ€”a former

cop,  a  security  guy,  there  was  a  good  chance  heâ€™d  be armed and know how to use the weapon. Another step . . . 

â€œHey!â€

The  voice  came  from  behind  and  to  one  side,  sharp, demanding, and hit the shooter like a thrown rock. He twisted and saw a tal  man there, and the man had a gun in his hand and the gun was pointed more or less at the shooter. Without time to think, the shooter snapped the pistol up and fired four times, aiming at the manâ€™s eyes. 

The shooter was a professional, shooting by instinct, and the  man  went  down  like  a  sack  of  gravel.  But  the  gun, silenced as it was, wasnâ€™t silent, and the shooter heard â€œJesus Christ!â€ and then Wigge was coming, and the shooter ran to meet him, needing to get the first shot, Wigge lifting  a  gun  from  his  pants  pocket,  and  behind  him,  Bunton had launched himself into the ravine. 

The  shooter  shot  Wigge  in  the  knee  and  Wigge  went sideways  and  fumbled  the  gun,  tried  to  recover  it,  and fumbled it again, and then the shooter was there, the sap in his  left  hand,  and  he  whacked  Wigge  behind  the  ear  and Wigge  went  flat,  groaning,  and  the  shooter  dropped  on  his shoulders  and  pressed  the  muzzle  of  the  gun  against Wiggeâ€™s  head  and  said,  â€œBunton.  Who  are  the others?  Two  names.  Who  are  the  others?â€ As  he  asked, he  could  stil   hear  Bunton,  his  footfal s  diminishing,  circling

back toward the lights of the rest area. And he thought about the dead man, lying on the trailâ€”anyone could look in here . 

. . 

â€œFuck you,â€ Wigge said, and he tried to push himself up,  a  one-handed  push-up,  and  the  shooterâ€™s  running tactical  assessment  took  over  and  he  half  stood,  lifted  the sap, and hammered Wigge again, and the big man went flat and stayed there, his body slack. 

The  shooter  ran  back  toward  the  rest  area,  hurdled  the dead gunman, heard a motorcycle start, slowed to a strol  as he came out of the trail, saw Bunton firing out the exit lane. 

He  hadnâ€™t  tried  to  rouse  the  other  people,  hadnâ€™t tried to cal  the police. Heâ€™d simply fled. . . . The shooter watched  him  go,  then  put  his  head  down  and  lifted  the  cel phone. â€œWhere are you?â€

â€œJust got back on, south of you, heading your way.â€

â€œWhen you get in, get al  the way down to the end of the parking  area.  Car  parking  area.  Iâ€™m  back  in  the  trees. 

Iâ€™ve got Wigge, but the Indian is on the loose, and if he cal s the police, weâ€™l  have trouble.â€

â€œThree minutes . . . â€

The shooter hurried back down the path, caught the dead man  under  the  armpits,  and  dragged  him  into  the  heaviest clump of brush. He stepped back out on the trail and looked toward  the  body:  almost,  but  not  quite,  invisible.  Saw  the

toward  the  body:  almost,  but  not  quite,  invisible.  Saw  the dead  manâ€™s  gun,  kicked  it  off  the  trail.  If  Bunton didnâ€™t  cal   the  police,  he  wouldnâ€™t  be  found  until morning. 

He continued back to Wigge, knelt next to him. Wigge was moaning,  a  quiet,  steady  sound,  almost  like  a  meditation vowel.  The  shooter  stooped,  grabbed  him  behind  the shoulders,  rol ed  him  up  and  over,  and  then  lifted  him  in  an unsteady firemanâ€™s carry. He was fifty yards from the end of  the  parking  area,  through  the  brush.  He  walked  steadily toward  it,  Wiggeâ€™s  weight  crushing  his  shoulders  and chest, but he kept going; and as he arrived, he saw the lights of a car rol ing past the rest stop pavilion and continue to the end  of  the  parking  strip.  He  stood  behind  a  thin  screen  of weeds  until  he  saw  the  scoutâ€™s  car,  then  cal ed, â€œOpen the back door on your side.â€

His partner hurried to do it, and the shooter turned his head up the parking strip. He couldnâ€™t see anybody watching, not that there might not be somebody. Decision time, and a necessary  risk.  With  Wigge  stil   draped  over  his  shoulders, he took five big walking steps across the grass verge to the car, stooped, and slipped Wigge into the backseat. 

Stepped  back,  slammed  the  door,  slapped  his  hands together,  as  if  dusting  them  off.  â€œI  donâ€™t  know  how badly heâ€™s hurt. We might have to hold him for a while.â€

â€œIf he dies ...â€

â€œThen  weâ€™re  in  no  more  trouble  than  if  he  died here.  We  need  to  talk  to  him.  Take  him  to  the  barn.  Iâ€™l meet you there.â€

Â 

Â 

WHEN HIS PARTNER was gone, taking Wigge, the shooter walked back to the van. Heâ€™d kil ed an outsider, and that had 

broken 

the 

protocol. 

Thereâ€™d 

been 

no

choiceâ€”heâ€™d fired in self-defenseâ€”but that might not make  a  difference.  The  unknown  man  was  stil   dead.  That meant  that  time  was  running  out:  if  the  unknown  man wasnâ€™t  found  until  morning,  and  if  they  hadnâ€™t connected him to Wigge until tomorrow afternoon . . . 

They had to move on the Indian. They needed the last two names. 

The whole game now shifted into the high-speed lane. 

The  protocol  was  gone.  Now  everybody  and  everything was up for grabs; and it was not too early to begin planning their exit. 

A lot to do . . . 

Â 

MAYBE  TOO  MUCH,  the  shooter  thought  later,  his  head  in his  hands.  The  years  of  kil ing  had  turned  him  into  an animalâ€”and then had tried to drag him down even further, turning  him  into  a  devil.  Wigge,  mostly  conscious  now, 

although the consciousness came and went, was spread on the  rotting  wood  floor  of  the  barn,  a  fluorescent  lantern providing the only light, and Wigge was trying to scream. 

Trying unsuccessful y, because of the lemon in his mouth, held in place with duct tape. 

The shooter got up and slipped outside, into the cool of the night.  Checking  the  countryside,  looking  for  anything,  for interlopers,  for  interference.  For  an  ear,  or  an  eye.  And getting  away  from  the  sound  of  Wigge,  whose  moans  sat heavily on his once-Catholic soul. 

Â 

Â 

INSIDE  THE  BARN,  Wigge  humped  against  the  electric spark,  but  did  no  more  than  hump  against  it:  the  scout  had waited until Wigge was conscious, then had nailed his hands to  the  floor,  seven-and-a-half-inch  spikes  right  through  the palms.  Not  out  of  cruelty,  but  to  underline  Wiggeâ€™s helplessness, and the extent to which he would be mistreated if he did not cooperate. Wigge had passed out again as his hands  were  nailed  down,  but  the  scout  was  patient  and efficient, and took off the big manâ€™s shoes and pants and underwear,  then  popped  an  ammonium  carbonate  capsule under Wiggeâ€™s nose, and had started with the battery . . . 

The interrogation might have gone on to daylight hours, but Wiggeâ€™s  heart  quit  a  little  after  three  oâ€™clock  in  the

morning and he died. 

Heâ€™d given them one name. 

The  scout  cal ed  the  shooter,  and  the  shooter  said, â€œMaybe he real y didnâ€™t know the last man.â€

â€œHe  knew,â€  the  scout  said.  â€œBut  he  was  a  hard man. Harder than he looked.â€

â€œSo  nowâ€”we  have  the  Indian  and  the  Caterpil ar man.â€

â€œAnd a dead man at the rest stop,â€ the scout said. 

â€œNow we have to move, or we could be closed down.â€

â€œThe  thing  that  worries  me  is  that  the  Indian  has  no tiesâ€”he  might  just  leave,  and  if  heâ€™s  out  roaming  the highways,  we  might  never  find  him,â€  the  scout  said. 

â€œWe should concentrate on him. The Caterpil ar man has a home and family, if Wigge was truthful, and I think he was. 

The Caterpil ar man wil  be there.â€

â€œThe coordinator has an idea about the Indian,â€ the shooter said. â€œWe need to meet. You may have to work yet tonight.â€

â€œWeâ€™ve  got  no  time,â€  the  scout  said. 

â€œEverything has to go fast.â€

â€œHuh.â€  The  shooter  looked  at  the  dead  man. 

â€œPoor soul,â€  he said. â€œThis poor soul.â€

The  scout  said,  â€œOperational y  .  .  .  taking  him  to  the monument is crazy.â€

â€œBut  necessary,â€  the  shooter  said.  â€œThe  sooner we  do  it,  the  better.  We  need  the  darkness.  Cal   the coordinator  from  your  car.  Iâ€™l   take  this  poor  soul  in  the van.â€

10

VIRGIL WAS in the shower, tired but feeling pretty good, the best  heâ€™d  felt  since  Bunton  had  whacked  him.  He  was washing his hair, taking care with the bruise behind his ear. 

Whatever Mai had done, it had worked. He turned the heat up, let the water flow over his neck, did the second wash . . . 

and  his  cel   phone  went,  and  he  said,  â€œShit,â€  and almost  simultaneously  thought,  Mai?   and  he  dripped shampoo  al   over  the  bathroom  and  half  the  motel  room going after it. 

The cal er ID said, â€œBureau of Criminal . . .â€

â€œYeah? Flowers.â€

â€œDan Shaver. I got the duty tonight.â€ Shaver worked with  the  BCA.  â€œYou  looking  for  a  guy  named  Ray Bunton?â€

â€œYes. You find him?â€

â€œNoâ€”but  heâ€™s  cal ing  you,â€  Shaver  said. 

â€œHe wanted your cel  phoneâ€”I didnâ€™t give it to him, told him to cal  back. He said heâ€™s moving, but heâ€™l cal  from somewhere else. Doesnâ€™t have a cel . Anyway . 

. . should I give him your number?â€

â€œYes. Absolutely. Did he say when heâ€™d cal ?â€

â€œHe said heâ€™d cal  me back in fifteen minutes,â€

Shaver  said.  â€œThat  was  two  or  three  minutes  ago.  He said he had to drive to another phone.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  JUMPED  BACK  in  the  shower,  rinsed  off,  brushed his teeth, got dressed, stared at the phone. More than fifteen minutes: then the phone rang, and he looked at the cal er ID: â€œNumber Not Available.â€

He clicked it: â€œVirgil Flowers.â€

â€œFlowers?â€  An  old  manâ€™s  voice,  harsh  with nicotine. 

â€œThis is Virgil. Is this Ray?â€

â€œYeah.  Listen,  man,  some  real y  heavy  shit  is  going down,â€  Bunton said; slang from the sixties. 

â€œThatâ€™s  what  I  want  to  talk  to  you  about,  Ray,â€

Virgil said. 

â€œFuck that. I donâ€™t know whatâ€™s happening, and neither  do  you.  Iâ€™m  digging  a  hole.  Anyway,  what happened  is,  two  guys  got  shot  up  at  the  rest  stop  on  I-35. 

The  one  up  past  North  Branch.  The  one  on  the  side  going north. Maybe . . . half hour ago. I was there, but I didnâ€™t have  nothing  to  do  with  it.  Some  motherfucker  come  out  of the  woods  with  a  fuckinâ€™  silenced  pistol  and  started

mowing  people  down.  .  .  .  Jesus  Christ,  itâ€™s  like  some kind of acid flashback . . .â€ And he made a   huh-huh-huh sound as if heâ€™d started trying to weep but couldnâ€™t get it done. 

â€œRay, Ray, stay with me, man. Two guys shot. Are they dead?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œI  think  so,  man.  I  think  theyâ€™re  gone.  This motherfucker was a pro. I ran for my life, got the fuck out of there.  Iâ€™m  going  to  Wisconsin,  man,  you  gotta  get  this motherfucker.â€

â€œRay,  you  gotta  know  whatâ€™s  going  on,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œFuck it, what I could tel  you, that helps, is that the guy who  got  shot  is  John  Wigge,  he  used  to  be  a  cop  with  St. 

Paul.  Crooked  motherfucker,  too.  Gone  now.  Gone  now, motherfucker.  Theyâ€™re  way  down  at  the  end,  off  to  the side, thereâ€™s a, like, a shelter back in the woods. Dark, you canâ€™t see shit back there.â€ After a second or two of  silence,  Bunton  said,  â€œIâ€™m  getting  the  fuck  outa here.â€

â€œRay,  goddamnit,  you  gotta  come  in.  We  gotta  talk. 

This looks real y bad, man, you gotta . . .â€

â€œFuck  you  guys.  Iâ€™l   come  in  when  you  get  this asshole,â€  Bunton said. 

And he was gone. 

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL GOT on the line to the BCA: Shaver took the cal . 

â€œWe may have a homicide. Bunton says two guys got shot at a rest stop on I-35 up past North Branch.â€

â€œLet  me  look  on  the  map,â€  Shaver  said.  Then: â€œYep, I see it. Havenâ€™t heard anything. Iâ€™l  talk to the Patrol, get somebody started. You going up?â€

â€œIâ€™m on the way,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  WAS  FIVE  MINUTES  from  the  I-35  junction  in  St. 

Paul, and fifty miles from there to the rest stop, running hard through the night, forty minutes, listening to Kid Rock singing â€œCadil ac Pussy.â€

Made him think of Mai: how in the hel  could a woman who grew up in Madison, Wisconsin, as a dancer, for Christâ€™s sakes, not know about Hole? Courtney Love had been every girlâ€™s  heroâ€”wel ,  every  girl  of  a  certain  kind,  of  which Mai  was  one.  She  mustâ€™ve  been  crying  her  eyes  out when Kurt Cobain bit the big one. . . . Not know  Hole? 

Virgil looked at his watch on the way up: just after midnight. 

Fumbled  out  his  cel   phone,  found  Davenportâ€™s  cel

number, and punched it. 

Davenport  answered  on  the  second  ring.  â€œYou  know what time it is here?â€

â€œWashington? Should be just after one oâ€™clock,â€

Virgil  said.  â€œYouâ€™re  always  up  lateâ€”whatâ€™s  the big deal?â€

â€œNothing, I guess.â€

â€œYou know the band Hole?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œSure. Courtney Love. Pretty hot, twenty years ago.â€

â€œThought youâ€™d know,â€  Virgil said. 

Davenport said, â€œSoâ€”whoâ€™s dead?â€

â€œBunton  cal ed  me,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œHe  and  a former  St.  Paul  cop  named  John  Wigge  apparently  got together  at  a  rest  stop  off  I-35.  He  says  some  guy,  who  he describes as a motherfucker and an asshole, shot and kil ed Wigge and another guy, whose name he doesnâ€™t know. 

Iâ€™m on my way; we got the Patrol on the way.â€

â€œWhereâ€™s Bunton?â€

â€œHe says heâ€™s gonna dig a hole in Wisconsin,â€

Virgil said. 

â€œGotta dig him out.â€

â€œThanks for the tip.â€

â€œYou know Wigge?â€  Davenport asked. 

â€œYeah.  Not  wel .  Heâ€™d  retired  when  I  made detective.  I  ran  into  him  a  few  times  at  crime  scenes,â€

Virgil said. 

â€œI  heard  that  Wigge  might  take  a  dol ar  or  two,â€

Davenport said. 

â€œI heard that. Bad guy. That was my feeling. Made a lot of cases, though,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œHe went to a security service . . .â€

â€œPaladin,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œThatâ€™s  the  one,â€  Davenport  said.  â€œArmed-response  guys,  celebrity  bodyguards.  You  know  who  Ralph Warren is?â€

â€œThe money guy? The real estate guy?â€

â€œYes.  He  owns  Paladin.  The  word  was,  when  Warren was  building  that  shopping  center/condo  complex  on  the river, the lowlife was screwing up the ambience. So Warren sent in some of his security people to clean the place up, and Wigge  covered  for  him.  He  got  the  job  at  Paladin  as  a payoff.â€

â€œHuh.  I  was  probably  stil   in  Kosovo  when  that happened.  How  far  did  Wigge  let  it  go?  I  mean,  beating people up? Running them off? More than that?â€

â€œDonâ€™t know. A couple of mean old street guys just

. . . went away. What you heard was, they were screwinâ€™

with  Warren,  hanging  out  on  the  corner  with  â€˜Work  for Foodâ€™ signs. Wanted to be paid to stay away. Then they went  away.  Supposedly,  if  you  ask  Wigge  about  these  old guys, heâ€™l  tel  you they went to Santa Monica.â€

â€œWonder  if  Utecht  and  Sanderson  and  Bunton  were involved with Warren?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œA  good  detective  would  find  that  out,â€  Davenport said. 

â€œA good detective would cal  up Sandy and tel  her to do the research,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œHe  would,â€  Davenport  agreed.  They  both  thought about that, then Davenport said, â€œListen, try to be a little careful about this. Warrenâ€™s been throwing a lot of money at  the  Republicans,  helping  out  with  the  convention.  He hurried  up  a  big  block  of  condos  at  Riverside.  Heâ€™s providing  them  free  for  delegates.  Heâ€™s  pretty  political. 

Iâ€™m not tel ing you to back off, but be polite.â€

â€œIâ€™l   be  good,â€  Virgil  said.  Far  up  ahead,  he could see flashing cop-lights. â€œTalk to you tomorrow.â€

â€œHeyâ€”Virgil?â€

â€œYeah?â€

â€œYouâ€™re not pul ing a boat, are you?â€

â€œNo. Iâ€™m not,â€  Virgil said. â€œSwear to God.â€

â€œGood.  Stay  out  of  the  fuckinâ€™  boat  and  on  the case,â€  Davenport  said.  â€œIf  there  are  real y  two  guys down,  and  one  of  them  is  an  ex-cop,  youâ€™l   start  taking some heat.â€

â€œTalk to you,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

THE  REST  STOP  ran  a  half  mile  or  so  paral el  to  the highway.  A  patrolman  was  parked  at  the  entrance,  half blocking  the  â€œcarsâ€  lane,  waving  cars  into  the â€œtrucksâ€ lane. He waved Virgil through, and Virgil went on  down  to  the  parking  lot. A  Chisago  County  sheriffâ€™s car was parked by the main rest stop pavilion, and four more cars, two patrol and two sheriffâ€™s, were parked at the far end  of  the  lot,  engines  running,  headlights  aimed  back  into the  woods  along  the  edge  of  the  rest  area.  The  cop  at  the pavilion  pointed  Virgil  toward  the  end,  where  Bunton  had said the bodies would be. 

Virgil parked, got a flashlight from his equipment bin, and hopped  out. A  highway  patrol  sergeant  hustled  toward  him, carrying another oversized flashlight. 

â€œFlowers?â€

â€œYeah. Two down?â€

â€œOne,  at  least.  Itâ€™s  complicated.  Iâ€™m  Dave Marshal .  Come  on.  Iâ€™ve  got  your  crime-scene  guys  on the way, this belongs to the BCA.â€

â€œDid  you  find  them,  or  had  they  already  been found?â€

â€œWe found him, after your cal .â€ He gestured back up at the rest stop. â€œWeâ€™ve moved al  the traffic into the truck  lane,  weâ€™re  stil   letting  people  pee,  but  nobody comes into this area. Iâ€™ve got a guy back in the woods on the north side, keeping an eye on that.â€

Â 

Â 

THE BODY WAS that of a large man, lying on his back, in the trees, arms outspread. He had high, thick cheekbones and a linebackerâ€™s neck: a guy in good shape, carrying no fat, somewhere between thirty and forty. His pant legs had been pul ed up when he went down, and his thick, hairy legs stuck down  into  incongruous  red-striped  white  athletic  socks.  His mouth was open: no lemon. 

â€œThereâ€™s a Beretta, there, off the trail,â€ Marshal said, turning the flashlight on it. 

Virgil spotted it, nodded. â€œIâ€™m gonna need to pick it up,â€  he said. â€œYou got any gloves in your car?â€

â€œYeah. You want them now?â€

â€œYou said there was some confusion. Tel  me about the confusion.â€  Marshal   nodded.  â€œLookâ€”this  guy  was probably shot right here.â€ He pointed down to the flagstone path.  â€œYou  can  see  blood  on  the  stones,  where  he  bled out, and then he was dragged back into the brush. See the scrapes?  See  the  heel  marks? And  thereâ€™s  more  of  a blood trail. . . .â€  His flashlight spotted the blackish stripes of blood on the leaves of the trailside weeds. 

â€œNow, look over here . . .â€ He led the way thirty feet down the path. â€œAnother patch of blood. Not as big as the first one, but significant. We thought maybe that the dead guy had been shot once and ran, but thereâ€™s no blood on the path  between  here  and  there,  and  this  puddle  .  .  .  patch, whatever . . . seems like it might have taken a few minutes to accumulate. Also . . .â€ He pointed the light back off the trail. 

â€œWe have a second pistol, a Glock.â€

He  continued,  pointing  the  flashlight  back  into  the  brush: â€œNow, weâ€™ve got a little track between here and the parking  lot.  Like  somebody  was  trying  to  stay  under  cover. 

And we have more traces of blood. . . .â€

â€œMaybe  there  was  a  shoot-out  and  the  shooter  was hit.â€

â€œPossible,â€ Marshal  said, â€œbut the word we got from you, from your source, was that there was one shooter and two victims. What it looks like, to me, is that the one guy

got  kil ed.  The  other  guy  was  wounded,  and  the  shooter carried his ass over to the parking lot. He took  his  gun  with him. Thereâ€™s another drop of blood on the sidewalk.â€

Marshal   took  him  through  the  brush,  spotting  the  blood trail.  They  careful y  stayed  off  the  trail  itself  so  crime  scene could work it, and at the parking lot, Virgil looked both ways and  then  at  Marshal   and  said,  â€œIâ€™m  buying  your story.â€

â€œWe put out word to local hospitals, for a guy with any kind of a wound where itâ€™s not clear where it came from . 

. .â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL WENT BACK to look at the body, and Marshal  went out to his car to get some gloves. When he came back, he said,  â€œYour  crime-scene  guys  might  get  pissed  if  you mess with the pistol.â€

Virgil said, â€œThatâ€™s why they pay me the big bucks. 

To put up with crime scene.â€

He pul ed the gloves on, knelt next to the Beretta, studied it for  a  moment,  then  gently  lifted  it,  popped  the  magazine. 

Pressed down on the top round: the magazine was light one round. He worked the action and a round popped out of the chamber. 

Sniffed the barrel, and smel ed oil. 

Okay.  The  dead  man  hadnâ€™t  fired  a  shot,  unless heâ€™d  reloaded  after  he  was  dead.  Virgil  slipped  the magazine back in the butt of the pistol, replaced the pistol as heâ€™d found it, and put the ejected round on top of it. 

â€œSo what does that tel  you?â€  Marshal  asked. 

â€œThat  he  didnâ€™t  see  it  coming.  That  he  didnâ€™t get  a  shot  off.  That  the  shooter  wasnâ€™t  wounded  by him,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œI knew that,â€  Marshal  said. 

Virgil  went  to  the  second  gun,  repeated  the  sequence: same storyâ€”an unfired gun. 

â€œTwo  guys,  plus  one  shooter.  Your  story  looks  even better,â€  Virgil  said.  He  pul ed  off  the  gloves.  â€œYou  got any veteransâ€™ monuments around here?â€

â€œEvery town, just about,â€  Marshal  said. 

â€œStart cal ing up the local copsâ€”tel  them to keep an eye out,â€ Virgil said. â€œThe kil erâ€™s gonna dump the dead guyâ€™s body on a monument somewhere.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  WALKED  BACK  up  the  parking  lot,  looking  for surveil ance  cameras.  Didnâ€™t  find  any.  Asked  the patrolman at the pavilion. â€œDonâ€™t think theyâ€™ve got

any,â€  he said. â€œProbably should.â€

â€œDoesnâ€™t 

seem 

right,â€ 

Virgil 

said. 

â€œTheyâ€™ve got them everywhere else.â€

He  looked  around  a  little  more,  found  nothing,  and  was walking  back  toward  Marshal   when  the  crime-scene  van rol ed by. The head guy gave Virgil the required ration of shit about  messing  with  the  scene,  then  shut  up,  because heâ€™d  worked  Homicide  and  would  have  done  the  same thing Virgil had done. 

â€œGood  to  get  the  name  as  soon  as  we  can,â€  Virgil said.  â€œWe  need  to  look  at  his  place,  make  sure nobodyâ€™s turning it over.â€

So they did the wal et first. 

David  Ross,  thirty-two.  Ross  had  a  Virginia  driverâ€™s license, but also a checkbook with an address in St. Paul. 

â€œIâ€™m  going  down  there.  You  get   anything  .  .  .  cal me. I donâ€™t care how stupid it is,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

BACK DOWN the highway, flying through the night, talking to the  duty  guy  at  the  BCA,  vectored  into  Wiggeâ€™s  house. 

Wigge  lived  in  Highland  Park,  one  of  the  nicer neighborhoods in town. The house was dark, but when Virgil walked toward the front door, two lights came on, spotlighting

him  on  the  driveway.  He  continued  to  the  front  door  and knocked,  and  the  instant  he  knocked,  more  lights  came  on inside. 

Security  systems.  Serious  security.  Nobody  came  to  the door. 

The houses here were wel  spaced, with broad lawns. He looked left and right, saw a light come on in the back of the next house to the west. He walked that way, up the front walk, and  knocked  on  the  door  and  rang  the  doorbel .  A  voice inside: â€œWho is it?â€

â€œBureau of Criminal Apprehension.â€

The  door  popped  open,  on  a  chain.  A  worried  woman looked through the crack between the door and the jamb, and Virgil held up his ID. 

â€œCan you tel  me, does John Wigge live with anyone? 

Wife? Girlfriend?â€

â€œWe  donâ€™t  know  him  very  wel ,  but  he  lives alone,â€  the  woman  said.  â€œHas  something  awful happened?â€

â€œWhy would something awful happen?â€

A  manâ€™s  face  appeared  at  the  crack:  â€œBecause youâ€™re  beating  on  doors  at  two  oâ€™clock  in  the morning?â€  A  St.  Paul  patrol  car  glided  to  a  stop  at  the curb, and the man added, half apologetical y, â€œWe cal ed

911.â€

Virgil  said,  â€œThatâ€™s  okayâ€”I  needed  to  talk  to them.â€

He  walked  out  to  the  curb,  holding  up  his  ID,  cal ed, â€œVirgil Flowers, BCA.â€

A  St.  Paul  sergeant  came  around  the  car  and  said, â€œItâ€™s that fuckinâ€™ Flowers.â€

â€œThat you, Larry?â€

Â 

LARRY WATERS knew Wigge. â€œHeâ€™s divorced. His old lady moved back to Milwaukee. I havenâ€™t heard that he was going out. He gone for sure?â€

â€œThe  odds  are  pretty  good.  A  guy  who  was  at  the scene, and knows him, says he was shot. Weâ€™re missing the body, though,â€  Virgil said. â€œHe had a rep.â€

â€œYeah, and he deserved it,â€ Waters said. â€œNow heâ€™s got al  these crazy gun-fucks coming in here, driving around  in  GMCs  with  blacked-out  windows.  Heâ€™s contracting guys from al  over the country, for security for the convention.  There  are  some  serious  badass  kil ers  coming in.â€

â€œI talked to Davenport. . . . You know Davenport?â€

â€œSure.â€

â€œHe says the security company, Paladin, is owned by Ralph Warren.â€

â€œYeah,  thatâ€™s  right.  Between  you  and  me, Warrenâ€™s a bigger asshole than Wigge,â€ Waters said. 

â€œHe  went  bust  about  three  times  before  he  tapped  into the  city  money  and  started  building  subsidized  buildings  al over town. . . . Probably as dirty as Wigge, but he was putting the money into the envelopes instead of taking it out.â€

â€œPaying people off?â€

â€œYeah.  Wasnâ€™t  any  big  secret.  But  it  was  subtle. 

Heâ€™d  keep  somebody  in  the  public  employee  unions happy, and theyâ€™d talk to their friends on the city council, and  things  got  done.  He  didnâ€™t  just  drop  a  load  on somebodyâ€™s desk. You werenâ€™t gonna get him on a camera.â€

Virgil  talked  to  Waters  for  another  couple  of  minutes, asked  him  to  cal   some  St.  Paul  guys  to  put  some  tape  on Wiggeâ€™s house until a crime-scene unit could get there or they found Wigge, whichever came second. Waters said he would,  and  Virgil  headed  downtown  to  David  Rossâ€™s address. 

Â 

Â 

ROSS  LIVED  IN  an  apartment  that  had  once  been  a warehouseâ€”another of Warrenâ€™s projects. Virgil leaned

on  the  mailbox  buzzer  for  a  minute,  was  surprised  when  a womanâ€™s voice asked, â€œWhoâ€™s there?â€

Jean  Prestel  was  a  schoolteacher,  and  looked  like  a schoolteacher, with short dark hair showing a streak of white over  her  earsâ€”short  and  slender  and  earnest,  and  not somebody Virgil would have put with the dead, thick-necked David  Ross.  She  was  wearing  a  cotton  nightgown  with  tiny teddy bears and little pink crossed ribbons on the breast, and she clutched her hands to her chest and asked, wide-eyed, â€œOh my God, what happened?â€

She  fel   to  pieces  when  Virgil  told  her,  and  he  sat  on  the couch with her and she wept, said, â€œWhat am I going to do  now?â€  and  â€œWe  didnâ€™t  have  any  timeâ€  and â€œWe were talking about getting marriedâ€ and â€œAre you  sure  it  was  David?â€  and  she  showed  him  a photograph and he said that it was, and she rol ed facedown on the couch and seemed to try to scratch through the seat cushions, weeping, weeping . . . 

When  he  got  her  to  the  quiet,  stunned  stage,  he  asked about relatives, and she cal ed her aunt, who said sheâ€™d come over. Her mother lived in Sioux Fal s. And he asked her about Ross and what heâ€™d been doing. 

â€œHe was working with Johnâ€”I donâ€™t know exactly what  he  was  doing,  just,  getting  ready  for  the  convention,  I guess.  But  he  got  up  every  day  at  six  oâ€™clock  and

heâ€™d  go  over  to  Johnâ€™s  and  pick  him  up,  and heâ€™d stay with him al  day.â€

â€œHow long had he been doing that?â€

â€œOnly a couple of weeks, and John said it wouldnâ€™t last very long, but that things were real y intense now . . . and now Davidâ€™s dead? That canâ€™t be right. . . .â€ And she was gone again. 

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL WAITED until Prestelâ€™s aunt arrived, then eased out of the apartment, leaving them with the misery. 

He looked at his watch again: four-fifteen. Had to get some sleep. 

Needed  to  talk  to  Ralph  Warren,  needed  to  track  Ray Bunton. Needed sleep even more. 

 Talk  to  Warren  in  the  morning,  and  start  the  hunt  for Bunton,  he thought. 

He got an hour. 

11

THE PHONE RANG. 

Virgil was facedown on the bed: no coherent thought, just a lizard-like twitch. The phone didnâ€™t quit. He final y crawled across the bed and flipped it open, noticing, before he did it, that it was 5:23. Heâ€™d been in bed for a little more than an hour. 

The duty guy: â€œMan, Virgil, I hate to do this to you.â€

Virgil groaned. â€œThey found Wigge?â€

â€œYeah.â€

â€œItâ€™s bad, isnâ€™t it?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œYeah, the lemon in the mouth, the whole thing.â€

â€œWhere is he?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œYou  know  up  on  Capitol  Hil ,  the  Vietnam veteransâ€™  monument  by  the  Veterans  Service  Building? 

Not the name wal , but the green statue?â€

â€œAhhh  .  .  .  jeez.â€  One  of  the  best-known  public spaces  in  the  state,  not  ten  minutes  from  where  Virgil  was lying. 

â€œThe St. Paul cops are there,â€  the duty man said. 

â€œTel  them that Iâ€™m on the way.â€

â€œVirgil  .  .  .  you  know,  the  veteransâ€™  monument isnâ€™t the worst of it.â€

â€œHuh?â€

â€œThe St. Paul cops say it looks like Wigge, was, uh . . 

.â€

 â€œWhat?â€

â€œ. . . was crucified.â€

Â 

Â 

THE  VETERANSâ€™  MONUMENT  is  more  or  less  on  the front lawn of the enormous white state Capitol Building. The emerald-green  lawn,  the  size  of  several  footbal   fields, stretched  from  the  steps  of  the  Capitol,  down  a  broad  hil dotted with monuments and flanked by government buildings, almost  to  the  interstate  highway  that  went  through  St.  Paul, and looked toward downtown St. Paul and the Mississippi. 

Virgil had taken two minutes to stand in the shower before he dressed and rol ed out, hair stil  wet. In the parking lot, he found his truck hemmed in between a van and a sedan, so closely that he could barely get the door open without dinging the  van:  always  something,  he  thought,  when  you  were  in  a crazy hurry. 

Wiggeâ€™s  body  was  beside  the  parking  lot  for  the Veterans Service Building, and thatâ€™s where he found the

usual clump of cop cars. He waved his ID at the cop at the entrance  to  the  parking  lot,  dumped  the  truck,  and  walked through  the  early-morning  light  down  to  a  gaggle  of  cops gathered at the statue. Waters, the cop whoâ€™d met Virgil at  Wiggeâ€™s  house,  was  among  the  dozen  uniforms  and three  detectives,  and  he  stepped  over  to  Virgil  and  said, â€œThis  is  bul shit,  man.  This  is  stickinâ€™  it  right  up  our ass.â€

â€œWigge for sure?â€

â€œWhatâ€™s left of him,â€  Waters said, his voice grim. 

â€œYouâ€™re not gonna believe this. And there ainâ€™t no way  weâ€™re  gonna  keep  it  off  TVâ€”it  looks  like  he  was nailed up, or something. Like Jesus.â€

Â 

Â 

WHEN VIRGIL had worked with St. Paul, heâ€™d not known Wigge wel , more to nod at than to talk to. When he looked down at the body, his first thought was,  Time passes. Wigge was  an  old  man.  He  hadnâ€™t  been  old  when  Virgil  knew him, but he was old when he was murdered. 

â€œHel   of  a  goddamned  thing.â€  Tim  Hayes  was  a longtime  St.  Paul  detective. A  gaunt  man,  but  with  a  smal beer  bel y,  he  was  watching  the  crime-scene  people  work over the body. â€œI understand you were looking for him up north.â€

â€œYeah.â€  Virgil  pointed  down  the  hil .  â€œYou  see that building, that warehouse with the old painted sign on it? 

A  guy  who  lives  there  was  murdered  off  I-35  tonight  and Wigge was with him, I think. Thereâ€™s some blood on the ground  up  there,  and  I  think  it  was  Wiggeâ€™s.  Weâ€™l match it.â€

â€œHe probably spent some time wishing heâ€™d died, before he did,â€ Hayes said. â€œLook at this . . .â€ They edged  up  to  the  body,  which  had  been  planted  under  a bronze  statue  of  a  Vietnam  veteran,  and  Hayes  said, â€œLook at his hands.â€

He  had  no  fingers  or  thumbs.  The  palms  were  al   that remained, and in the center of each palm was a bloody hole. 

Virgil shook his head. â€œAh, man. Ah, Jesus.â€

â€œSee  that  sack?â€  Hayes  pointed  at  an  ordinary brown  paper  grocery  sack,  the  kind  that  might  have  held three  cans  of  beer.  â€œHis  fingers  are  in  there.  They didnâ€™t  just  cut  them  off,  they  cut  them  off  one  joint  at  a time. With a pair of nippers of some kind. Brush cutters; tin snips.  Something  like  that.  I  think  there  were,  like,  twenty-eight individual cuts. They tortured the shit out of him. He had bare  feet,  the  bottom  of  his  feet  looked  burned  .  .  .  they focused on his hands and his feet.â€

Crucified;  but  Virgil  didnâ€™t  think  of  Jesus,  but  of Jezebel, in 2 Kings 9:35, lying in the streets of Jezreel, and

when the dogs were done, nothing was left but the palms of her hands and the soles of her feet. 

Wigge was faceup; and between his gray lips, Virgil could see the yel ow of the lemon. 

â€œThe shitâ€™s gonna hit the fan today,â€ Virgil said, standing up, fighting the sour taste in his throat. â€œPeople are  gonna  be  screaming  for  blood.â€  He  looked  down toward the town. â€œRepublicans gonna be here in a month, everybodyâ€™s getting dressed up, and we got a crucified ex-cop  on  the  front  lawn  of  the  state  Capitol.  Mother. 

Fucker.â€

He cal ed Davenport: seven oâ€™clock in the morning in Washington,  and  Davenport  rarely  got  up  before  nine. 

Davenport answered with â€œIt canâ€™t be that bad.â€

â€œItâ€™s worse,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

DAVENPORT LISTENED as Virgil told him about the night, starting  with  the  cal   from  Bunton,  through  the  murders  off  I-35, to the body at the Capitol. When he finished, Davenport said, â€œIâ€™l  cal  you back in five minutes or less.â€

Virgil walked around, looking at the scene, oblivious to the growing roar of cars on the I-35 as the rush hour started. The television  crews  would  be  here  anytime,  and  the  politicians would jump in with both feet. Since there was nothing useful

would jump in with both feet. Since there was nothing useful they  could  do,  theyâ€™d  start  looking  for  somebody  to blame. The whole thing would spin out of control. . . . 

A  cop  came  by:  â€œWhatâ€™re  you  going  to  do  about it?â€

â€œWhat  I  am  doing:  try  to  find  the  guy  who  did  this,â€

Virgil snapped. 

â€œTry  harder,â€  the  cop  said,  squaring  off  a  little. 

â€œWigge was one of us.â€

â€œWhy  donâ€™t  you  go  find  the  guy?â€  Virgil  asked. 

â€œGotta go write traffic tickets or some shit?â€

Another nearby cop said, â€œTake it easy. . . .â€

Â 

Â 

DAVENPORT  CALLED:  â€œI  yanked  Rose  Marie  out  of bed,  sheâ€™s  gonna  do  damage  control,â€  he  said. 

â€œIâ€™m coming back, but I canâ€™t get out until almost noon  here.  I  wonâ€™t  be  back  until  late  afternoon.  Listen: weâ€™re putting out the usual stuff to the media, Rose Marie wil   take  care  of  it.  But  you  gotta  move.  You  gotta  move, Virgil. What about Bunton?â€

â€œI  wil   get  him  today,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œSo  help  me God.â€

â€œIâ€™l   cal   Carol  and  tel   her  to  get  into  the  office. 

Weâ€™l  start working the phones, weâ€™l  push everybody

to find him. TV is gonna be al  over us anyway, we might as wel  put it out there.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL CHECKED the time, got a Minneapolis address for Ralph  Warren,  the  owner  of  the  security  company,  and headed  that  way.  Found  it,  a  white-stucco  and  orange-tile-roof Spanish-looking place off Lake of the Isles. Each square foot of the lot, Virgil thought, as he eased into the driveway, was worth more than his truck. 

When he got out, a big man stepped out of the front porch, and then another came from the garage end of the driveway, both  wearing  black  nylon  windcheaters,  both  of  them  with their hands flat on their stomachs, as if they were holding in their guts. Actual y, he knew, their hands were a quarter inch from a fast-draw weapon. 

He  cal ed,  â€œVirgil  Flowers,  Bureau  of  Criminal Apprehension, here to see Mr. Warren.â€

â€œMr.  Warren  isnâ€™t  up  yet,â€  said  the  man  at  the front door. Virgil was walking up the driveway, and the man said,  â€œYou  should  stop  right  there  until  we  confirm  your identity.â€

â€œGet Warren,â€  Virgil said. He held up his ID. 

The  big  man  said  something  back  into  the  house,  and  a third man looked out, nodded, and said, â€œCome on up to

the porch.â€

Virgil  walked  to  the  porch,  and  the  third  man  said, â€œCan I ask why you need to talk to Mr. Warren?â€

â€œBecause one of his vice presidents just got chopped into pieces about the size of a cocktail weenie, and that was after they crucified him,â€ Virgil said. â€œNow, you wanna get him out of bed?â€

â€œWho?â€  the man asked, but he was believing it. 

â€œJohn Wigge.â€

â€œAre you shittinâ€™ me?â€

â€œCan I talk to Warren, or what?â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL WAITED in the entry, under the eye of the biggest of the three security men, while they got Warren. Warren was a man  of  middle  height,  an  inch  or  two  under  six  feet,  with deep-set black eyes, a smal  graying mustache, and a gray scrubby-looking soul patch under his lower lip. He came out wearing  a  black  silk  dressing  gown  with  scarlet  Japanese characters  on  it,  like  the  bad  guy  in  a  TV  movie;  if  you squinted at him, he looked a little like Hitler. 

â€œJohn Wigge . . .â€

â€œ... and David Ross.â€

â€œ... and Ross, too?â€ Warren was astonished, but not astonished enough. Virgil thought,  He knows something. 

â€œThey were ambushed at a meeting with Ray Bunton at a rest stop up north on I-35,â€ Virgil said. â€œDo you know what they were talking about? Why they were meeting?â€

â€œI  donâ€™t  know  any  Ray  Bunton,â€  Warren  said. 

â€œIs this about the veterans thing?â€

â€œIf  you  donâ€™t  know,  how  did  you  put  that together?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œJohn  told  me.  He  said  he  knew  the  guys  who  were kil ed,â€  Warren  said.  â€œThatâ€™s  why  he  had  Dave Ross hanging out with him.â€

â€œBut  why  are  you  stacking  up  with  security?â€  Virgil tipped his head toward the bodyguard stil  in the room. The other two had moved back to their posts, wherever they were. 

â€œThree guys around the clock?â€

Warren  shook  his  head.  â€œNothing  to  do  with  that. 

Iâ€™m providing security for the convention. Iâ€™ve got two hundred  guys  in  it,  armed-response  guys,  bodyguards. 

Iâ€™ve  got  plans  for  the  whole  works  right  here  in  my briefcase, and the Secret Service requires, you knowâ€”they require  that  we  keep  it  al   under  guard.  The  plans,  me, everything.â€

â€œSo  this  doesnâ€™t  have  anything  to  do  with

Wigge?â€  Virgil was skeptical. 

â€œNo, no. This is strictly the convention,â€ Warren said. 

â€œYou  think  this  guy,  the  kil erâ€”you  donâ€™t  think heâ€™d come after . . . people who know John?â€

Virgil  shrugged.  â€œWe  donâ€™t  know  what  heâ€™s doing,  Mr.  Warren.  So  the  security  is  not  a  bad  idea.  But youâ€™re  tel ing  me  that  you  didnâ€™t  know  about  this meeting,  about  whatâ€™s  going  on.  Wigge  never  told  you anything about it?â€

â€œI think it might go back to his cop daysâ€”he said the Mafia might be involved,â€  Warren said. 

â€œThe Mafia.â€  Virgil let the skepticism show. 

â€œThatâ€™s what he said.â€

â€œIn Minnesota?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œThe  Mafia  is  here,â€  Warren  said.  â€œIf  you donâ€™t believe that, I canâ€™t help you.â€

â€œI  know  itâ€™s  hereâ€”I  know  both  guys,â€  Virgil said.  â€œTheir  average  income  last  year  was  fourteen thousand dol ars, from delivering pizza.â€

They talked for another five minutes, but Warren didnâ€™t know  what  was  going  on;  he  wanted  a  few  details  about Wiggeâ€™s  death,  shook  his  head  when  Virgil  told  him about the torture. 

â€œWhy did they torture him?â€  he asked. 

â€œThey  must  think  he  knows  something.  Theyâ€™re trying to find something out. I donâ€™t know what that is.â€

â€œWel , I sure as shit donâ€™tâ€”â€

The conversation was interrupted by Virgilâ€™s cel . 

Carol said, â€œWe got a break, I think. I got a number for you, itâ€™s a cop out in Lake Elmo.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL EXCUSED himself, walked out on the front lawn, and cal ed Roger Polk, who was in Lake Elmo, al  right, but turned out  to  be  a  Washington  County  deputy  sheriff.  â€œThe Liberty  Patrol  is  on  a  run  up  to  Grand  Rapids  for  a funeralâ€”â€

Virgil said, â€œWait, wait. The Liberty Patrol?â€

â€œBunch of bikers who provide security for the funerals of  guys  who  get  kil ed  in  Iraq.  You  knowâ€”theyâ€™ve  got these  antiwar  church  goofs  who  show  up  at  the  funerals  to scream  at  the  kidâ€™s  parents?  About  how  the  kid deserved to die?â€

â€œYeah, I read something about that,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œThe  Patrol  backs  them  off.  Anyway,  they  met yesterday  after  work,  and  rode  up  to  Duluth,  sixty  of  them, about,  riding  in  a  pack.  Theyâ€™re  staying  overnight  in

Duluth, and then theyâ€™re heading over to Grand Rapids. 

One of the guysâ€™ wives is my sister-in-law, and she heard the thing on the radio, about Ray Bunton. She says that Ray Bunton was riding with them. She knows him. Heâ€™s gone before.â€

â€œAl   right,  al   right.  Thatâ€™s  good,  thatâ€™s terrific,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  SAID  GOOD-BYE  to  Warren,  trotted  back  to  his truck, got out his atlas. Minnesota is a big state, but a good part  of  the  northern  third,  where  Bunton  was  heading,  was vacationland:  thousands  of  cabins  on  hundreds  of  lakes, surrounded  by  thirty  thousand  square  miles  of  forest,  bogs, and prairie. 

As  long  as  Bunton  stayed  on  a  highway,  itâ€™d  be possible to locate him. If he were headed into the Red Lake reservation,  as  his  uncle  said  he  was,  heâ€™d  be  a  lot harder to find. There was a history of animosity between the Red  Lake  tribal  cops  and  outside  cops,  especial y  when  it came to arresting tribal members. 

And  if  Bunton  werenâ€™t  headed  specifical y  to  Red Lake,  if  he  was  planning  to  stop  at  one  of  the  tens  of thousands  of  cabins  scattered  al   over  hel ,  al   off-highway, heâ€™d be impossible to locate. 

Best  shot  to  catch  him  was  on  the  highway  and  Bunton knew itâ€”that was probably why he went up in a pack, using the other riders for cover. 

Â 

VIRGIL GOT on the phone, talked to the highway patrol office in Grand Rapids. Because of the potential for trouble at the funeral,  the  Grand  Rapids  office  knew  where  the  Liberty Patrol wasâ€”stil  in Duluth. â€œTheyâ€™re eating down on the  waterfront,  making  a  little  tour  of  it,  picking  up  some Duluth guys.â€

â€œDo you have anybody traveling with them?â€

â€œNope.  Weâ€™re  just  talking  to  local  deputies, whoâ€™re  passing  them  through,â€  the  Grand  Rapids patrolman said. 

â€œHave them take a look at the plates,â€  Virgil said. He read  off  Buntonâ€™s  plate  number.  â€œDonâ€™t  be  too obvious about it. We donâ€™t want to spook him.â€

â€œIf  your  guy  is  in  there,  weâ€™d  have  trouble  pul ing him  out,â€  the  patrolman  said.  â€œEverybodyâ€™s cranked  about  this  funeral.  We  could  have  a  riot  here tomorrow,  if  those  church  people  show  up.  Weâ€™d  rather not have a riot tonight, busting one of the riders.â€

â€œSo  take  it  easy.  I  think  heâ€™s  riding  up  there  as cover, so he can shoot the rest of the way up to Red Lake,â€

Virgil said. â€œIâ€™m coming up, Iâ€™l  take him out. But

Virgil said. â€œIâ€™m coming up, Iâ€™l  take him out. But keep  an  eye  on  him.  If  he  makes  a  run  for  Red  Lake,  you gotta grab him.â€

â€œWeâ€™l   keep  an  eye  out,â€  the  cop  said. 

â€œWhenâ€™l  you get here?â€

â€œIâ€™m  driving  and  I  got  lights,  so  Iâ€™l   be  coming fastâ€”but  itâ€™s  gonna  be  a  while,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œI wonâ€™t catch them before they get there. Cal  me when you know anything at al .â€

â€œWeâ€™l  do that.â€

Â 

Â 

HE  CALLED  Carol  and  told  her  where  he  was  going; stopped  at  the  motel,  grabbed  a  change  of  clothes  and  his Dopp  kit,  but  didnâ€™t  check  out;  stopped  at  a  Cub supermarket  and  bought  some  premade  cheese-and-meat sandwiches, a six-pack of Diet Coke, and a sack of ice for his  cooler.  He  packed  it  al   up  and  headed  north  on  I-35, lights but no siren, moving along at a steady hundred miles an  hour,  past  the  rest  stop  where  heâ€™d  been  at midnightâ€”stil   cop  cars  where  Wigge  had  been kil edâ€”almost to Duluth. 

From  there  he  hooked  northwest  through  Cloquet  toward Grand Rapids. 

On the way, he got two cal s. The first came an hour and

ten minutes out of St. Paul, the highway patrolman reporting that Bunton had been spotted by a deputy whoâ€™d cruised the whole pack as they left Duluth. â€œNot sure itâ€™s him, but itâ€™s his bike.â€

â€œIâ€™m coming,â€ Virgil said. He was tired now, too long without sleep. Needed some speed, didnâ€™t have it. 

When  he  was  twenty  minutes  out  of  Grand  Rapids,  the Grand  Rapids  patrolman  cal ed  again  and  said,  â€œYour guy  is  stil   with  the  group.  They  just  rode  into  town  and  we picked  him  out.  Itâ€™s  the  guy  in  your  pictures.  Heâ€™s wearing  a  bright  red  shirt  with  a  black  do-rag  on  his  head. 

Easy to track.â€

TOM HUNT, the state trooper, was waiting on the shoulder of the road just south of town. Virgil fol owed him into the patrol station, where Hunt transferred to Virgilâ€™s truck, tossing a shoulder pack in the backseat. â€œSaw him myself,â€ Hunt said.  Hunt  was  a  sandy-haired  man  with  wire-rimmed glasses,  dressed  in  khaki  slacks  and  a  short-sleeved  shirt. 

He looked more like a junior high teacher than a cop. â€œHe wasnâ€™t trying to hide. He was like the third guy in line.â€

â€œWel , nobody ever said he was the brightest guy in the world,â€  Virgil said. 

Hunt looked out the side window and said, â€œHuh.â€

Virgil  grinned.  â€œSo  what  youâ€™re  wondering  is,  if heâ€™s so damn dumb, howâ€™d he kick my ass?â€

heâ€™s so damn dumb, howâ€™d he kick my ass?â€

â€œWel , I figure, shit happens,â€  Hunt said, being polite. 

â€œTruth  is,  we  were  having  a  little  talkâ€”polite,  not unfriendly,â€ Virgil explained. â€œAnd heâ€™s an old guy. 

Got  me  looking  in  the  wrong  direction  and  sucker-punched me. Heâ€™s old, but heâ€™s got a good right hand.â€

Â 

Â 

THE  LIBERTY  PATROL  had  taken  a  block  of  rooms  at  an AmericInn,  but  after  checking  in  had  begun  heading  out  to Veterans  Memorial  Park  for  an  afternoon  barbecue.  Hunt directed  Virgil  through  town  to  the  park,  which  was  built  on the banks of the Mississippi. They left the car a block away, Hunt  got  the  shoulder  pack  out  of  the  backseat,  and  they ambled on down the street, cut through a copse of trees, onto a  low  mound  covered  with  pine  needles,  the  fragrance  of pine sap al  about them. Another guy was there, leaning on a tree.  He  turned  when  he  heard  them  coming,  and  as  they came  up,  Hunt  said  to  Virgil,  â€œJosh  Anderson,  Grand Rapids PD.â€

â€œHeâ€™s stil  down there,â€ Anderson said. â€œGot a beer, over by the barbecue.â€

The bikers were a hundred yards away, their bikes on one side of a pavilion, a few women clustered around a couple of picnic tables on the other side, the guys around two smoking barbecue pans. The afternoon breeze was coming at them, 

and Virgil could smel  the brats and sweet corn, and the fishy scent  of  the  river.  Hunt  unslung  the  pack,  took  out  a  pair  of binoculars,  looked  over  the  gathering.  After  a  moment,  he said,  â€œHuh,â€  just  like  he  had  in  the  car.  A  rime  of skepticism. 

â€œWhat?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œThereâ€™s a guy in a red shirt and a black do-rag . . . 

but he sort of doesnâ€™t look exactly like the guy I saw.â€

â€œLet me look.â€ Virgil took the glasses and scanned the  gathering,  found  the  man  in  the  red  shirt,  studied  him, took  the  glasses  down,  and  said,  â€œWeâ€™re  too  far away. We need a closer look.â€

Hunt asked, â€œYou want more backup?â€

â€œAh . . . nah. If itâ€™s him, and he sees me, heâ€™l either run or try to get the other guys to back him up. These other  guysâ€”theyâ€™re  not  bad  guys.  I  donâ€™t  think theyâ€™l  have a problem with an arrest for assault on a cop. 

And if he runs . . . weâ€™l  take him.â€

Anderson,  the  Grand  Rapids  cop,  took  a  radio  out  of  his pocket. â€œWeâ€™ve got a couple more guys around. We got a car across the bridge, we could block that.â€

â€œDo that,â€  Virgil said. 

ANDERSON MADE A CALL, then the three of them walked down  to  the  pavilion.  Something  about  cops,  Virgil  thought, 

got everybody looking your way. By the time they got to the group, most of the men were looking at them, but not the guy in the red shirt. Heâ€™d turned his back. Virgil let Hunt take the lead. He produced an ID and asked a guy, â€œIs there somebody in charge? Weâ€™ve had an issue come up. . . 

.â€

While he was talking, Virgil walked over to the barbecue to get a closer look at the man in the shirt. As he walked around him, the guy first looked away, then glanced up. Not Bunton. 

But  Bunton  had  been  thereâ€”the  way  the  guy  looked  at Virgil, half defiant, half placating, meant that he was wearing the red shirt and do-rag as a decoy. Virgil could see it in his eyes. 

Virgil  said,  â€œGoddamnit,â€  and  turned  and  walked back to Hunt, who was talking to a gaunt, gray-bearded man who must have been pushing seventy. 

â€œDarrel   Johnson,â€  Hunt  said  when  Virgil  came  up. 

â€œHeâ€™s the president.â€

Virgil stepped close to Johnson. â€œHow long ago did he leave? Is he on his bike?â€

Johnsonâ€™s eyes shifted and he started, â€œYou know

. . .â€

â€œDarrel ,  donâ€™t  give  us  any  trouble,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œThereâ€™s  a  felony  warrant  out  on  Bunton.  Iâ€™m amazed  you  donâ€™t  knowâ€”itâ€™s  been  al   over  the

amazed  you  donâ€™t  knowâ€”itâ€™s  been  al   over  the radio and television.â€

â€œWe been ridinâ€™. We didnâ€™t know,â€ Johnson said. 

â€œItâ€™s part of an investigation into the murders of four peopleâ€”  including  the  three  guys  whose  bodies  got dumped  on  the  veteransâ€™  memorials.  You  know  about those?  I  guess  the  question  is,  are  you  guys  only  going  to funerals? Or are you manufacturing them?â€

Johnson  sputtered,  â€œWhatâ€™re  you  talking  about? 

We didnâ€™t know Ray had anything to do with that. He said it was traffic tickets.â€

â€œItâ€™s murder, Darrel ,â€ Virgil said. â€œWhen did he leave?â€

A  couple  more  bikers  had  eased  up  to  the  conversation, including a woman with a plastic bowl of potato salad. Before Johnson  could  answer,  one  of  the  other  bikers  said,  â€œI told you he was bad news. Something was up.â€

Johnson said, â€œLook, we came up here for this funeral. 

Those  crazies  are  coming  up,  and  weâ€™re  gonna  get between them and this boy who got kil ed.â€

Virgil  said,  â€œIâ€™m  a  veteran,  Darrel .  I  appreciate what  you  do.  But  we  got  four  bodies.  We  gotta  deal  with that.â€

Johnson  nodded,  and  sighed.  â€œHe  got  out  of  here

probably  fifteen  minutes  after  we  rode  in.  He  went  out  the back. He said he was meeting a friend here.â€

â€œYou see the friend?â€

A  few  more  of  the  bikers  had  stepped  up.  â€œI  did,â€

one  of  them  said.  â€œHe  was  driving  a  piece-of-shit  old white  Astro  van.  Said  something  on  the  side  about  carpet service. Somebodyâ€™s carpet-cleaning service. I think they put the bike inside of it.â€

Virgil nodded. â€œThanks for that. Now, could you ask this guy in the red shirt to come over here? We donâ€™t want to disturb anybody, but we need to talk.â€

The guy in the red shirt was named Bil  Schmidt. â€œHe said  he  was  dodging  parking  tickets,â€  Schmidt  said,  not quite  whining.  â€œI  donâ€™t  know  anything  about  any murders.  He  said  the  cops  had  a  scofflaw  warrant  out  for him.â€

Schmidt said Bunton was headed for the res, that a cousin had  picked  him  up.  He  asked,  â€œAre  you  gonna  arrest me?â€

â€œNot  unless  I  find  out  youâ€™re  holding  something back,â€  Virgil said. â€œThis is serious stuff, Bil .â€

â€œHe said  traffic tickets . . .â€

Virgil  looked  at  Hunt:  â€œHe  sucker  punched  me again.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  LEFT  Hunt  and  the  others  in  Grand  Rapids,  put  the truck  on  Highway  2  and  headed  northwest  toward  Bemidji, and cal ed into the BCA regional office. The agent in charge, Charles  Whiting,  said  he  would  touch  base  with  every  cop and  highway  patrolman  between  Grand  Rapids  and  Red Lake. 

â€œWe  canâ€™t  play  man-to-man,  weâ€™ve  gotta  set up  a  zone  defense,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œWe  need  to  get  as many  people  as  we  can,  sheriffâ€™s  deputies  and patrolmen and any town cops who want to go along, get them up on the east and south sides of Red Lake.â€

â€œ â€™Bout a mil ion back roads up there.â€

â€œI  know,  but  hel â€”heâ€™s  trying  to  make  time,  he wonâ€™t  be  sneaking  around  the  lakes,  heâ€™l   try  to  get up there quick as he can. If we flood the area up there, keep people moving, we should spot him.â€

â€œFlood the area? Virgil, weâ€™re talking about maybe twenty guys between here and Canada.â€

â€œDo what you can, Chuck. Iâ€™m thinking he probably wonâ€™t risk Highway 2 al  the way, thereâ€™l  be too many cops,â€ Virgil said. â€œHeâ€™d have to go through Cass Lake and Bemidjiâ€”Iâ€™m thinking heâ€™s more likely to take 46 up past Squaw Lake and then cut over.â€

â€œWhat  if  heâ€™s  not  going  to  Red  Lake?  What  if heâ€™s going to Leech Lake?â€

â€œThen heâ€™s already there and weâ€™re out of luck. 

But  heâ€™s  enrol ed  at  Red  Lake,  thatâ€™s  where  his family  is,  thatâ€™s  where  they  know  him.  .  .  .  You  get  the people  up  there,  Iâ€™m  getting  off  2,  Iâ€™m  turning  up 46.â€

Virgil figured Bunton and his cousin had a half hour head start.  Theyâ€™d  be  moving  fast,  but  not  too  fast,  to  avoid attention from cops. 

Virgil,  on  the  other  hand,  running  with  lights  and occasional y with the siren, tried to keep the truck as close to a hundred as he could. He didnâ€™t know exactly how far it was from Grand Rapids to Red Lake, but heâ€™d fished the area  a  lot  and  had  the  feeling  that  it  was  about  a  hundred miles  by  the  most  direct  route.  Longer,  if  you  were  sliding around on back roads. 

Did  the  math;  and  he  had  to  move  his  lips  to  do  it. 

Heâ€™d take a bit more than an hour to get to Red Lake, he thought. If they had a thirty-mile jump on him, and were going sixty-five, and went straight through . . . itâ€™d damn near be a tie. Even closer, if they were staying on back roads, where itâ€™d be hard to keep an average speed over fifty. 

Red Lake, unlike the other Minnesota reservations for the Sioux  and  Chippewa,  had  chosen  independence  from  the

state  and  effectively  ran  its  own  state,  and  even  issued  its own license plates and ran its own law-enforcement system, including  courts,  except  for  major  crimes.  And  for  major crimes, the FBI was the agency in charge. 

In  addition,  the  relationship  between  the  Red  Lake  cops and  the  state  and  town  cops  had  always  been  testy,  and sometimes hostile. 

Though it wasnâ€™t al  precisely that clear, precisely that cut-and-dried.  Some  of  the  reservationâ€™s  boundaries were  obscure,  some  of  the  reservation  land  had  been  sold off,  scattered,  checkerboarded.  Sometimes,  it  wasnâ€™t possible  to  tel   whether  you  were  on  the  res  or  off  .  .  .  and sometimes,  maybe  most  of  the  time,  al   the  cops  got  along fine. A complicated situation, Virgil thought. 

Virgil came up behind an aging Volkswagen camper-van, blew  past,  listened  to  the  road  whine;  lakes  and  swamp, lakes and swamp, and road-kil . A coyote limped across the road ahead of him, then sat down on the shoulder to watch him pass, not impressed by the LED flashers. 

Â 

Â 

WHITING  CALLED:  â€œGot  al   the  guys  I  can  get  and  a bunch  of  crappie  cops  wil   help  out,  stay  in  their  trucks instead of hitting the lakes.â€

â€œOkay, but tel  those guys to take it easy,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œTheyâ€™re a little trigger-happy.â€

â€œYeah,  wel â€”Iâ€™m  not  going  to  tel   them  that,â€

Whiting said. â€œ You tel  them that.â€

â€œChuck ...â€

â€œAnd  listen,  goddamnit,  Virgil,  you  take  it  easy  when you  get  up  to  Red  Lake.  Weâ€™ve  got  a  decent  working relationship  with  those  folks,  right  now,  and  we  donâ€™t want it messed up.â€

â€œChuck,  you  know  me.  I  am  the  soul  of  discretion,â€

Virgil said. 

â€œYeah. I know you,â€ Whiting said. â€œIâ€™m tel ing you, take it easy, or I wil  personal y kick your ass.â€

Â 

Â 

HE BURNED PAST Cut-Foot Sioux Lake, past Squaw Lake, made  the  turn  at  the  Alvwood  crossroads  on  Highway  13, which became 30 when he crossed the Beltrami County line, headed into Blackduck. Blackduck slowed him down, but he got through town, eating a sandwich from his cooler, drinking a  Coke,  paging  through  his  Minnesota  atlas,  onto  Highway 72 going straight north . . . 

Worried  some  more:  he  was  getting  close,  and  nobody had  seen  Bunton  or  the  van.  Maybe  they  had  ditched  in  a cabin somewhere, or back in the woods, waiting for nightfal

to make the final run in. 

Phone  rang.  Whiting:  â€œGot  them.  Spotted  them. 

Theyâ€™re  ten  miles  out  of  Mizpah.  Running  to  beat  the band, heading toward Ponemah ...â€

â€œLet me look, let me look . . .â€ Virgil fumbled with his maps. â€œWho we got on him?â€

â€œDNR  guy,  but  heâ€™s  pul ing  a  boat,  heâ€™s  not gonna run them down,â€  Whiting said. 

â€œAhh, I canâ€™t read this map,â€ Virgil said; he was going too fast to track across the map pages. 

â€œWhere are you?â€

â€œUh,  Highway  72,  I  went  through  Blackduck  five minutes ago.â€

â€œLet me look on our maps . . . Okay. Youâ€™re gonna come  out  right  on  top  of  him,â€  Whiting  said.  â€œLet  me give you a radio channel, you can talk to the DNR guy, and Iâ€™ve  got  a  sheriffâ€™s  deputy  I  can  pul   down  there,  I think.â€

They found a mutual radio channel and Virgil got the DNR

guy,  who  was  shouting  into  his  radio,  â€œMan,  theyâ€™re pul ing away from meâ€”they arenâ€™t stopping, they got the best  part  of  a  mile  on  me,  I  just  passed  Hoover  Creek, weâ€™re not but five miles out of Kel iher . . .â€

Virgil was six or seven miles out of Kel iher; Jesus, it was

going to be close. And Virgil was cranked. What nobody ever told the civilians was, a good car chase was a hoot, as long as  you  didnâ€™t  get  kil ed  or  maimed,  or  didnâ€™t  kil   or maim any innocent civilians. 

Sheriffâ€™s deputy came up. â€œIâ€™l  be in Kel iher in two minutes. Where is he, where is he?â€

â€œWeâ€™l   be  there  in  one  minute,â€  the  DNR  cop shouted.  â€œI  can  see  it,  goldang  it,  heâ€™s  just  about there, and with this boat, Iâ€™m al  over the place.â€

Buntonâ€™s van busted the intersectionâ€”never slowed. 

Virgil saw lights coming both from the east and the north, and said,  â€œIâ€™m  a  minute  out,  guys,  letâ€™s  not  run  over each other. . . .â€

The  sheriffâ€™s  car  made  the  turn,  then  Virgil,  with  the DNR  guy  trailing.  The  deputy  cal ed,  â€œWeâ€™re  about twenty  miles  off  the  res,  depending  on  how  he  does  it. 

Weâ€™re  asking  for  help  there,  but  theyâ€™re  not  too enthusiastic.â€

â€œSo  weâ€™re  gonna  have  to  push  him  off  before  he gets there.â€

The van was holding its distance, but Virgil closed on the deputy  and  said,  â€œLet  me  get  by  here.  If  thereâ€™s  a problem, we can let the state pay the damage.â€

The  deputy  let  him  by,  and  Virgil  slowly  pul ed  away  from

him  but  hardly  closed  in  on  the  van.  Two  minutes,  three minutes,  and  then  the  van  made  a  hard  bouncing  left,  and Virgil almost lost the truck in the ditch, had to fight it almost to a complete stop before he was okay, and then he punched it and  they  were  off  again,  and  the  deputy  cal ed,  â€œOkay, thereâ€™s  only  one  way  in  from  here,  you  got  a  hard  right coming  up,  but  if  we  donâ€™t  get  close  before  then, heâ€™s gonna make it across the line.â€

Virgil let it al  out, traveling way too fast, right on the edge of  control,  and  began  closing  up  on  the  van.  Another  two minutes, three minutes, and now he was only a hundred yards behind,  freaking  out,  when  the  van  suddenly  slowed  again and cranked right. Virgil was ready for it, and came out of the turn less than fifty yards behind. 

â€œGot  another  left,â€  the  sheriffâ€™s  deputy screamed, and Virgil and the van went into the hard left and the deputy shouted, â€œTheyâ€™re almost there.â€

Up ahead, Virgil could see a truck parked on the side of the roadâ€”not blocking itâ€”and two men standing beside it, safely on the ditch side, looking down at Virgil and the van. 

 That,  Virgil thought,  must be the finish line. 

He hammered the truck, closing in, and the van swerved in front of him, but Virgil saw it coming and went the other way, and  with  a  quick  kick  he  was  up  beside  it,  and  he  looked over  at  the  other  driver,  who  seemed  to  be  laughing, 

pounding  on  the  steering  wheel,  and  Virgil  said,  aloud, â€œFuck it,â€ and he moved right and as they came up to the parked truck he leaned his truck against the van and the van moved over and he moved close again, so close that the mirrors seemed to overlap; he moved over another bit. 

Waiting  for  the  scrape  of  metal  on  metal:  but  the  other driver  chickened  out,  jammed  on  his  brakes,  tried  to  get behind  Virgil,  but  Virgil  slowed  with  him  and  in  a  dreamy slide, they slipped down the road to the parked truck and the van went in the left-hand ditch and Virgil was out with his gun in  his  hand,  ignoring  the  two  men  in  the  parked  truck, screaming,  â€œOut  of  there, 

out 

of 

there, 

you

motherfuckers.â€

Out of control. He knew it, and it felt pretty good and very intense,  and  if  one  of  these  motherfuckers  so  much  as looked  sideways  at  him  he  was  going  to  pop  a  cap  on  the motherfucker. . . . 

He  could  hear  people  yel ing  behind  him,  and  then  the driver got out of the van with his hands over his head but stil laughing, and then Ray Bunton got out on the other side and began  running  across  the  swampy  scrub,  and  Virgil  turned and shouted, â€œWatch this guy,â€ to whoever was behind him, and he took off after Bunton. 

Virgil  was  in  his  thirties  and  ran  on  most  nice  nights.  He liked to run. Bunton was sixty-something, had smoked since

he was fourteen, and was wearing a leg brace. Virgil caught him  in  thirty  yards,  ran  beside  him  for  a  second,  and  when Bunton  looked  at  him,  Virgil  clouted  him  on  the  side  of  his head and the old man nose-dived into the dirt. 

Virgil  put  a  knee  in  the  smal   of  Buntonâ€™s  back,  with some weight, pul ed the cuffs out of his belt clip, and wrestled Buntonâ€™s arms behind his back and cuffed his wrists. 

â€œCâ€™mon, dickhead,â€ he said, and pul ed Bunton to his feet. As they came back to the trucks, and the van in the ditch, the DNR cop was just pul ing up, trailing his boat. 

Two  Indian  men,  one  older,  in  his  fifties,  the  other  young, maybe  twenty-five,  were  standing  between  Virgil  and  his truck.  Neither  one  wore  a  uniform,  but  both  were  wearing gunbelts.  â€œWhereâ€™re  you  going  with  him?â€  asked the older of the two. 

â€œJail,â€  Virgil said, tugging Bunton along behind. 

Bunton said, â€œDonâ€™t let him do it, Louis. Iâ€™m on the res.â€

â€œYou  canâ€™t  have  him,  son,â€  the  older  man  said. 

â€œYouâ€™re on reservation land.â€

â€œSue me,â€  Virgil said. 

The two men stepped down to be more squarely between him and the truck, and the younger man dropped his hand to his gun and Virgil picked it up. â€œYou gonna shoot me?â€

he  demanded.  He  edged  up  closer  to  the  younger  one. 

â€œYou gonna shoot me?â€ He looked at the sheriffâ€™s deputy stil  at the side of the road, with the DNR guy coming up behind. â€œIf these assholes shoot me, I want you to kil them.â€

The deputy cal ed, â€œWhoa, whoa, whoa . . .â€

Virgil 

was 

face-to-face 

with 

the 

younger 

man. 

â€œCâ€™mon, take your gun out and shoot me. Câ€™mon. 

Youâ€™re not gonna pussy out now, are you?â€

â€œSonâ€”â€  the older man began. 

â€œIâ€™m not your son,â€ Virgil snapped. â€œIâ€™m a  BCA  agent  and  this  guyâ€â€”he  jerked  on  Buntonâ€™s armâ€”â€œis involved in the murders of four people. Iâ€™m taking him.â€

â€œNot gonna let you do it,â€ the younger man said, and his hand rocked on the butt of his pistol. â€œIf I gotta shoot you, then Iâ€™m gonna shoot you.â€

Virgil was quick, and his pistol butt was right there. He had his gun out in an instant, and he stepped close to the younger man, whoâ€™d taken a step back, and he said, â€œPul  it out. Câ€™mon, pul  it out, Wyatt Earp. Pul  the gun, letâ€™s see what happens.â€

â€œWait, wait, wait, wait,â€ the older man said, his voice rising to a shout. â€œYouâ€™re crazy, man.â€

â€œIâ€™m taking him,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œLouis . . .â€  Bunton said. 

The  older  manâ€™s  eyes  shifted  to  Bunton.  â€œSorry, Ray. Little too much shit for a quarter-blood. Maybe if we had some more guys here . . .â€

The  younger  man  looked  at  Louis,  said,  unbelieving, â€œWeâ€™re gonna let him take him?â€

â€œShut up, stupid,â€ the older man said. â€œYou want a bunch of people dead for Ray Bunton? Look at this crazy fuckinâ€™ white man. This crazy white man, heâ€™s gonna shoot your dumb ass bigger than shit.â€

He turned back to Virgil. â€œYou take him, but thereâ€™s gonna be trouble on this.â€

â€œFuck trouble,â€  Virgil snarled. 

The younger man nodded. â€œIâ€™l  come down there . . 

.â€

But  the  tension  had  snapped.  Virgil  said  to  Bunton, â€œCome on.â€

As  they  passed  the  sheriffâ€™s  deputy,  the  deputy  said, â€œThat  was  pretty  horseshit,â€  and  to  Louis,  â€œMan, Iâ€™m sorry, Louis. This is a murder thing. I hate to see it go like this, you know that.â€

Louis  said,  â€œI  know  it,  but  you  got  a  crazy  man  there. 

Hey, crazy manâ€”fuck you.â€

Virgil gave him the finger, over his shoulder without looking back, and heard Louis start to laugh, and Virgil put Bunton in the truck, cuffed him to a seat support, shut the door. Then he stepped  back  and  put  his  head  against  the  window  glass, leaning, and stood like that for a moment, cooling off. 

After  a  moment,  he  walked  back  to  the  two  Indians  and said to the older man, â€œIâ€™l  come and talk to you about this  sometime.  I  drove  from  St.  Paul  to  here  at  a  hundred miles an hourâ€”Iâ€™m not kidding. Hundred miles an hour, just to take this jack-off. He put me in the hospital a couple of days  ago,  and  there  real y  are  four  dead  men  down  there, executed,  shot  in  the  head,  and  he  knows  about  it.  If youâ€™d taken him on the res, youâ€™d be up to your ass in FBI agents. This is better for everybody.â€

â€œWel , you were pretty impolite about it,â€  Louis said. 

â€œYeah,  wel .â€  Virgil  hitched  up  his  pants. 

â€œSometimes  it  just  gets  too  deep,  you  know?  You  can have the other guy and the van, if you want them. Iâ€™m not interested in him.â€

â€œStil  gonna kick your ass,â€  the younger man said. 

â€œKeep  thinkinâ€™  that,â€  Virgil  said,  and  clapped him on the shoulder before he could step back, and walked back to his truck. 

The DNR guy was there, looking stoned, like most of them do. â€œThat was way fuckinâ€™ cool,â€  he said. 
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IN  THE  TRUCK,  Virgil  backed  in  a  circle,  careful  on  the narrow road, held a palm up to the deputy, and headed back east, away from the reservation. 

â€œWhereâ€™re we going?â€ Bunton asked. One hand was pul ed forward and down between his legs, almost under the seat, and Bunton was humped over and down. 

â€œBemidji. Iâ€™m gonna put you in a little dark room in the county jail and Iâ€™m gonna kick your ass. By the time you  get  out  of  there,  youâ€™re  gonna  look  like  a  can  of Campbel â€™s mushroom soup.â€

â€œAh,  bul shit,â€  Bunton  said.  â€œWhy  donâ€™t  you undo my hand? This is gonna kil  my back, riding to Bemidji this way.â€

Virgil  looked  at  him,  sighed,  pul ed  the  truck  over.  â€œIf you  so  much  as  twitch  the  wrong  way,  Iâ€™l   break  your goddamn arm,â€ he said, and he got out, walked around the truck,  unsnapped  the  cuff,  and  snapped  it  back  onto  the safety  belt. As  he  was  walking  around  to  get  into  the  truck again,  the  deputy  rol ed  by,  dropped  his  passenger-side window. 

â€œIf I were you, Iâ€™d get out of rifle range,â€  he said. 

â€œThink Iâ€™m okay,â€  Virgil said. 

The  deputy  shook  his  head.  â€œDonâ€™t  cal   me again,â€ he said. â€œYou might be okay, but I gotta roam around here on my own.â€

Virgil opened his mouth to apologize, but the deputy was rol ing  away.  The  DNR  guy  came  up,  dropped  his  window, and said, â€œYouâ€™re the writer guy, huh?â€

Virgil said, â€œYeah, I do some writing.â€

â€œI  read  that  piece  on  ice-fishing  on  Winni  .  .  . 

Wasnâ€™t as bad as it might have been, but, anyway, you just werenâ€™t drinking enough.â€  He said it with a smile. 

â€œWel , thank you, I guess,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œWe  got  a  regional  meeting  up  here  in  September, weâ€™re looking for a speaker . . .â€

What  he  meant  was  cheap  speaker.  Virgil  gave  him  a business  card,  told  him  he  was  available  to  talk  if  he  could get the time off. 

â€œWeâ€™l  be in touch,â€ the guy said. â€œHel  of a run;  thatâ€™s  why  I  love  this  shit.  But  I  gotta  tel   you,  man, itâ€™s better in a boat.â€

â€œI hear you,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

WHEN HE GOT BACK in the truck, Bunton had managed to dig a cigarette out of his shirt pocket and light it. Virgil said, â€œThis is a no-smoking truck.â€

â€œIâ€™l   blow  the  smoke  out  the  window,â€  Bunton said. 

â€œOne  cigarette,â€  Virgil  said,  and  he  touched  the passenger-window button and rol ed it down. 

Bunton  nodded.  â€œYou  lost.  I  made  it  across  the  line. 

You had to cheat to get me.â€

â€œWasnâ€™t a race, Ray. There are four people dead now, and you know who did it,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œNo, I donâ€™t.â€

â€œRay, goddamnit, you know something. What I want to know  is,  are  there  more  people  gonna  get  kil ed? Are  you gonna get kil ed?â€

â€œMaybe,â€  Bunton  said.  â€œBut  I  need  to  talk  to  a lawyer.â€

â€œFuck a bunch of lawyers. Talk to me. Iâ€™l  give you absolution right here. Your sins wonâ€™t count.â€

â€œHow about the crimes?â€  Bunton asked. 

â€œThose  might  count,â€  Virgil  admitted.  â€œBut youâ€™re obligatedâ€”â€

Bunton cut him off. â€œHere is why I canâ€™t talk to you, 

okay? Iâ€™l  tel  you this.â€

Virgil nodded. â€œOkay.â€

Bunton thought it over for a minute, taking another drag on the cigarette, blowing the smoke out the side window. â€œI once did something that, if I tel  you about it, I might get put in Stil water.  Not  murder  or  anything.  Not  real y  anything  that badâ€”not  that  I did, anyway. But if I go to Stil water, Iâ€™l get murdered just quickerâ€™n shit. I wonâ€™t last a month, unless  they  put  me  in  solitary,  and  even  then,  something could happen.â€

â€œOkay ...â€

â€œAnd if I donâ€™t tel  you . . .â€ Bunton looked out at the low, crappy landscape. â€œIf I donâ€™t tel  you, and you donâ€™t  catch  this  asshole  whoâ€™s  kil ing  us  .  .  .  then  I might get kil ed. Shit, I probably wil  get kil ed. So I donâ€™t know what the fuck to do, but I got to talk to a lawyer.â€

â€œWeâ€™l  get you a lawyer as soon as you heal up,â€

Virgil said. 

â€œHeal up?â€

â€œFrom me puttinâ€™ you in that room and beatinâ€™

the crap out of you.â€

Bunton half laughed. â€œI had you figured out way back in the  garage.  Youâ€™re  one  of  those  good-old-boy  cops. 

Now,  if  you  were  John  Wigge,  I  might  tel   you  what  I  know, 

because if I didnâ€™t, Wiggeâ€™d get out a pair of pliers and start pul ing off my bal s.â€

Virgil  thought  about  Wigge  for  a  moment,  and  the  cut-off fingers. 

â€œLet me tel  you about Wigge,â€ Virgil said. â€œWe found his body, but not at the rest stop. Whoever did this . . 

.â€

He told Bunton about it, Buntonâ€™s face stolid, like it had been  carved  from  oak.  When  Virgil  finished,  Bunton  took another  drag  and  said,  â€œI  just  .  .  .  shit.  I  gotta  talk  to  a lawyer.â€

They  rode  along  for  a  minute,  and  then  Virgil  said, â€œIâ€™l  have a lawyer waiting for you in Bemidji. But you gotta make up your mind quick. Things are happening.â€

â€œIâ€™l   tel   you  what,  I  might  be  fucked,â€  Bunton said.  They  crossed  a  patch  of  swamp  and  he  snapped  his cigarette into it. â€œMy best chance would be up on the res. 

If  I  was  up  there,  they  couldnâ€™t  get  at  me.  Even  people who live up there, they canâ€™t find you if you donâ€™t want to be found.â€

Virgil said, â€œYou said, â€˜this asshole whoâ€™s kil ing us.â€™ Can you tel  me who â€˜usâ€™ is?â€

Bunton  shook  his  head.  â€œNot  until  after  I  talk  to  the lawyer. â€˜Usâ€™ is part of the problem. â€˜Usâ€™ is why I

want to get up in the woods.â€

HE  WOULDNâ€™T  TALK  about  it  anymore;  heâ€™d  talk, but not about the kil ings. â€œI had enough dealings with the law to know when to keep my mouth shut,â€  he said. 

â€œThen  you  gotta  know  youâ€™re  in  some  fairly  deep shit, Ray. When you whacked me on the head, put me in the hospital . . .â€

â€œThe  hospital? You pussy.â€

â€œHey,  I  didnâ€™t  ask  to  go.  They  took  me  in  an ambulance, I was  out.â€

â€œDidnâ€™t mean to hit you that hard,â€  Bunton said. 

â€œShouldnâ€™t have hit me at al . Whacking me earned you two years in Stil water, my friend. Ag assault on a police officer. And if you donâ€™t want to be in Stil water . . .â€

Bunton said, â€œItâ€™s not Stil waterâ€”itâ€™s the guys who  could  get  me  kil ed  in  Stil water.  If  you  bust  them,  then Stil waterâ€™s  okay.  Sort  of  like  having  real y  good  Social Security. I could get my teeth fixed, for one thing, and maybe even my knees.â€

â€œSo  youâ€™re  saying  that  there  are  people  outside, who  could  order  you  kil ed  inside.  Like  dopers?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œFuck  you,â€  Bunton  said.  â€œYouâ€™re  trying  to

sneak it out of me. I ainâ€™t talking to you anymore.â€

He 

did, 

but 

only 

about 

rock 

â€™nâ€™ 

rol . 

â€œWhatâ€™s  that  shirt  youâ€™ve  got  on?â€  he  asked. 

â€œIs that a band?â€

Virgil  looked  down  at  his  chest.  He  was  wearing  his KMFDM  â€œMoneyâ€  shirt:  â€œYeah,  over  on  the industrial  end,â€  he  said.  â€œYou  know,  theyâ€™re  the guys  who  became  MDFMK?  Then  they  went  back  to KMFDM. And I think a couple of them spun off and became Slick Idiot at some point.â€

That was more information than Bunton needed. â€œThe only fuckinâ€™ slick I know is Gracie Slick,â€ Bunton said. 

â€œFuckinâ€™ ABC, DEF.â€

Bunton liked the old stuff, acid and metal, narrative music, Jefferson  Airplane,  Big  Brother,  middle  Byrds,  Black Sabbath  up  to  AC/DC,  and  some  of  Aerosmith  and  even selected Tom Petty; and some outlaw country. 

Virgil tuned his satel ite radio to a golden-oldie station and Steppen-wolf came up with â€œBorn to Be Wild.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  what  Iâ€™m  talkinâ€™  about,â€  Bunton said,  slapping  time  on  the  dashboard  with  his  free  hand. 

â€œThatâ€™s what Iâ€™m talkinâ€™ about, right there,â€

and  they  got  back  to  72,  and  turned  to  head  out  on  the highway, looking for Bemidji. 

Â 

Â 

THEY CUT A DEAL after two hours in a smal  office on the second  floor  of  the  Beltrami  County  Jail.  Bunton  had  the advice  of  a  public  defender,  a  tal ,  gray-haired,  heavyset woman  named  Jasmine  (Jimmy)  Carter  who  wore  a strawberry-colored dress and a scowl. 

The arguments:

Bunton  believed  he  would  be  kil ed  if  jailed  or imprisoned, for reasons he wouldnâ€™t divulge to anyone  but  the  public  defender.  He  refused  to al ow  Carter  to  pass  on  the  details,  but  did  al ow her  to  tel   Virgil  and  Harry  Smith,  the  Beltrami County chief deputy, that she thought Buntonâ€™s fears  might  have  some  basis  in  reality,  although she couldnâ€™t say so for sure. 

Virgil,  speaking  for  the  state,  said  that  Bunton was  guilty  of  assault  on  a  police  officer,  resisting arrest,  and  numerous  traffic  offenses,  some  of which  might  be  felonies.  And  he  was  almost certainly guilty of conspiracy to conceal a number of  felonies  and  accessory  after  the  fact  to  four murders. He would be held in jail, where heâ€™d almost certainly be safe, maybe. Virgil suggested that  some  accommodation  might  be  arranged  if

Bunton talked. 

Carter said that any accommodation would have to  be  arranged  by  herself  through  the  Beltrami, Chisago, 

Hennepin, 

and 

Ramsey 

County

attorneys,  where  the  al eged  crimes  had  taken place.  The  deal  would  have  to  be  approved  by  a judge. 

Virgil  said  that  al   the  bureaucratic  maneuvers would take a lot of time, in which time more people might  be  murdered,  adding  to  the  list  of  charges that  Bunton  already  faced,  and  that  in  the meantime  heâ€™d  be  held  in  a  jail,  where heâ€™d probably be safe, depending. 

Bunton  said  he  needed  a  cigarette  real y  bad, and Smith said that the Beltrami County Jail was a smoke-free  facility,  and  Bunton  said,  â€œYou gotta be fuckinâ€™ kiddinâ€™ me.â€

Virgil  wondered  aloud  what  would  happen  if  a police officer, acting on his own, made a deal with a  prisoner,  that  he  wouldnâ€™t  use  any incriminating  information  divulged  by  the  prisoner against  him,  but  instead  would  consider  it information from a confidential informant. 

Carter  said  it  might  be  too  late  for  that,  that arrests  had  already  taken  place.  Bunton  said, â€œWait  a  minute,  I  could  go  for  that.â€  Carter

said,  â€œYou  probably  could,  but  itâ€™s probably  il egal.â€  Virgil  said,  â€œHeâ€™s already up to his ass in al igators. Heâ€™s gonna get bitâ€”this would at least give you an argument. 

Fact is, I donâ€™t give a shit about Ray Bunton if I can stop the kil ing.â€

Carter  said,  â€œLet  me  think  about  it  for  a minute.â€

Â 

She took Bunton to an interview room, where they talked for fifteen minutes, and then emerged and said, â€œThis is the deal. Itâ€™s al  oral, no paper. You go for a walk with Ray, and  talk.  When  youâ€™re  done,  Ray  is  released  to  the custody  of  the  Red  Lake  police  force,  and  he  agrees  to testify for you in court in return for dropping charges.â€

â€œThatâ€™s a deal,â€  Virgil said. 

She  shook  her  head:  â€œWeâ€™re  al   going  to  hel   for this.â€

Â 

THEY  GAVE  Bunton  his  cigarettes  and  lighter,  but  kept  his wal et and al  of his money and ID, and when they got out the door,  Virgil  said,  â€œIâ€™l   tel   you  what,  dickweed.  You best not try to run.â€

â€œIâ€™m  not  gonna  run,â€  Bunton  said.  He  lit  a

cigarette  and  blew  smoke  and  said,  â€œThis  fuckinâ€™

state. Whoever heard of smoke-free jail? Christ, you can only jack off so much. Then whatâ€™re you going to do?â€

â€œKeep that in mind,â€  Virgil said. â€œWhich way?â€

Bunton tipped his head. â€œLetâ€™s go down toward the lake.â€

They walked over to the lake, south and east, along a leafy street,  a  cool  wind  coming  off  the  water,  Bunton  smoking, Virgil letting it go, and final y Bunton said, â€œYou know who Carl Knox is?â€

Virgil  did.  â€œWhat  does  Carl  Knox  have  to  do  with this?â€

â€œI donâ€™t know, and Iâ€™m afraid to ask.â€

â€œTel  me.â€

â€œIt started with a bunch of bul dozers in Vietnam . . .â€

Â 

CARL  KNOX,  and  more  lately,  his  eldest  daughter,  Shirley, were  the  Twin  Citiesâ€™  answer  to  the  Mafiaâ€”a  kinder, gentler  organized  crime,  providing  financing  for  loan  sharks and  retail  drug  dealers.  They  neither  sharked  nor  dealt,  but simply  financed,  and  earned  a  simple  two  hundred  percent on capital. 

Knox, now in his middle sixties, also ran the largest used-heavy-equipment dealership in the area, buying, sel ing, and

trading  mostly  Caterpil ar  machines.  He  alsoâ€”law-enforcement 

people 

knew 

about 

it 

only 

through

rumorâ€”bought and sold large amounts of stolen Caterpil ar equipment,  and  moved  it  in  Canada  north  of  the  Fifty-fifth Paral el. 

â€œHalf  the  stuff  up  in  the  oil  fields  came  through  Knox, one way or another,â€ Bunton said. â€œI was right there at the beginning.â€ His voice trailed off. â€œJesus Christ, this is awful.â€

â€œIs he the guy youâ€™re afraid of?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œDamn  right  I  am.  Heâ€™s  the  fuckinâ€™  Mafia, man,â€  Bunton  said.  â€œHe  needs  to  get  rid  of  us. 

Heâ€™s got some shooters from fuckinâ€™ Chicago on our ass.â€

â€œYou know this for sure?â€

â€œWel â€”no.  But  who  the  fuck  else  is  it  gonna  be?â€

Bunton asked. â€œWho else has the shooters?â€

â€œTel  me about it,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œI DONâ€™T KNOW al  of it,â€ Bunton said. â€œBack at  the  end  of  March  1975  .  .  .  Iâ€™d  been  in  Vietnam  in â€™69 and â€™70, Iâ€™d been out for five years. Anyway, this  guy  cal s  me.  John  Wigge.  Wasnâ€™t  on  the  cops yetâ€”heâ€™s just out of the service, Vietnam. I got no job, heâ€™s  got  no  jobâ€”but  he  says  heâ€™s  got  a  guy

whoâ€™l   pay  us  twenty  grand  in  cash  for  two  weeksâ€™

work back in Vietnam. Two weeks at the most, but it might be a little hairy. Shit, we were young guys, we didnâ€™t give a fuck about hairy. 

â€œThe  story  was  this  guy,  Utecht,  the  one  that  got kil edâ€”his  father  was  this  crazy  guy  who  operated  al   over the Pacific, sel ing heavy equipment. He sold a lot of shit to the  South  Vietnamese. Anyway,  this  guy  is  in  Vietnam,  and the place is fal ing apart. The North Vietnamese were coming down, everybody was trying to get out.â€

â€œIâ€™ve 

seen 

the 

embassy 

pictures, 

the

evacuation,â€  Virgil offered. 

â€œYeah, that was like a month later. Anyway, Utecht, the old man, is in Vietnam, and he finds this whole field of heavy equipment, mostly Caterpil ars, D6s up to D9s, is gonna be abandoned there. Good stuff. Some of it is almost new. And everybodyâ€™s bailing out. 

â€œSo he cuts some kind of crooked deal with the South Viets, and brings in a ship, and cal s up his kid, and tel s him to get some heavy-equipment guys together and get his ass over  there.  Weâ€™re  gonna  take  this  shit  out  of  the country.â€

â€œSteal it?â€

â€œWel â€”save  it  from  the  North  Vietnamese.  The enemy.â€  Bunton  grinned  at  Virgil,  showing  the  nicotine

enemy.â€  Bunton  grinned  at  Virgil,  showing  the  nicotine teeth. 

â€œAl  right,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œSo  Utecht  knows  Wigge,  and  Wigge  knows everybody else, and he starts cal ing people,â€ Bunton said. 

â€œI could drive a truck, I could figure out a Cat if I had to. 

Twenty grand. That was a shitload of money at the time. Two yearsâ€™ pay. So six of us, young guys, Sanderson was one

. . . we al  flew out to Hong Kong and then right into Da Nang. 

Not  al   together,  whenever  we  could  get  on  a  plane,  but  al within a couple of days.â€

â€œIâ€™ve heard of Da Nang, but I donâ€™t know about it,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œDa Nang? Big base in Vietnam. Port city. So we flew in, and Utecht, the old man, picked me up at the airport, and what I did was, I drove a lowboy. There were thirty fuckinâ€™

D9 Cats sitting there and al  kinds of other shit. . . . You know what a D9 is?â€

â€œNo.â€

â€œBiggest  fuckinâ€™  Cat  there  was,  at  the  time,â€

Bunton said. He dropped his cigarette on the street, stepped on  it,  shook  another  out  of  the  pack.  â€œMaybe  stil   are. 

They  used  them  to  clear  out  forest.  Go  through  a  bunch  of fuckinâ€™ trees like grease through a goose. Anyway, there was  thirty  of  them  at  Da  Nang,  and  they  were  just  sitting

there, waiting for the NVA. So here we are, with this lowboy and  a  bunch  of  heavy  equipment  guys  to  get  the  tractors going and to run themâ€”that was the other guys. Iâ€™d haul them out to the harbor, and theyâ€™d lift them onto the ship with this big fuckinâ€™ crane. One of the guys told me that they  were  headed  for  Indonesia,  they  had  some  oil  fields going  there.  .  .  .  I  mean,  some  of  these  dozers  were  like fuckinâ€™ new.â€

â€œAl   the  guys  whoâ€™ve  been  kil ed  were  on  this trip?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œYeah. Anyway, what happened was, I dropped off the last  load  at  the  port,  wasnâ€™t  just  these  Cats,  it  was  al kinds of shit. Everything they could get moving. After I brought in  the  last  load,  they  even  picked  up  the  fuckinâ€™  lowboy and took that on board. Then Chesterâ€”â€

â€œUtecht. Chester Utecht, the old guy.â€

â€œYeah, that one,â€  Bunton said. 

â€œOkay . . .â€

â€œHeâ€™s dead now. Died about a year ago, in Hong Kong,  is  what  Wigge  told  me,â€  Bunton  said.  He  had  to think  a  minute,  to  get  back  to  the  thread  of  the  story. 

â€œAnyway, Chester pul s up in this old fucked-up Microbus, and as soon as the lowboy was off the ground, going on the ship, we took off to get the other guys. This was about forty-five minutes each way, from the port to the equipment yard. 

five minutes each way, from the port to the equipment yard. 

Chester had airline tickets to get us out of there, spread over a  couple  of  days,  and  two  of  the  guys  were  going  with  the ship. 

â€œSo  we  got  back  to  the  yard,  and  what  do  we  find? 

Iâ€™l  tel  youâ€”these dumb fucks were al  about nine-tenths loaded  and  theyâ€™d  set  this  house  on  fire.  .  .  . And  they were fuckinâ€™ arguing with each other . . . I mean like, they were  freakinâ€™  out  about  this  house,  and  screaming  at each other, and they had these M16s. Chester said, â€˜Fuck it, weâ€™re going,â€™ and we went. Me and another guy, who I think was Utecht, the younger one, the kid, but this is so fuckinâ€™ long ago . . .â€

â€œOkay . . .â€

â€œMe  â€™nâ€™  Utecht,  we  flew  out  of  there,  to  Hong Kong, and then back to Minneapolis, through Alaska. Wigge went  with  the  ship,  I  think,  because  I  didnâ€™t  see  him again, and somebody else went with him. Sanderson, I saw a year or so later. I asked him what happened with the house, and he said some chick got kil edâ€”that somebody started yel ing at them from the house, I donâ€™t why, and one of the guys  got  pissed.  He  was  already  drunk,  and  somebody started shooting, and one of these guys went into the house with an M16 and shot the place al  up and maybe some chick got  shot  and  I  guess  some  old  man  got  shot.  Maybe  some other people.â€

Virgil said, â€œRayâ€”youâ€™re tel ing me some people got murdered?â€

â€œYeah  .  .  .  maybe,â€  Bunton  said.  He  shrugged. 

â€œWho  knows?  The  fuckinâ€™  place  was  going  up  in smoke.  Thousands  of  people  got  kil ed.  Maybe  .  .  .  hel , maybe it was self-defense.â€

â€œSo why is this gonna get you kil ed?â€ Virgil asked. 

â€œWhat does Carl Knox have to do with it?â€

â€œOne  of  the  guys  was  Carl  Knox,â€  Bunton  said. 

â€œWhen  Utecht  got  kil ed,  Sanderson  cal ed  me  up.  He was  freakinâ€™  out.  He  said  Utecht  had  got  Jesus,  and cal ed  him  a  couple  of  times,  after  Chester  died,  and  said Utecht was talking about confessing the whole thing.â€

â€œAh, man,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œSo Iâ€™m thinking, Carl Knoxâ€”heâ€™s not exactly the  Mafia,  but  he  knows  some  leg-breakers  for  sure.  If  he was the one who kil ed the chick, and he heard about Utecht, and if he needed a hit man, I bet he could find one. Get one out  of  Chicago.  If  he  needed  to  kil   someone  in  prison,  he could get that done, too. If he did the shooting. I mean, if there was  a  bunch  of  guys  who  said  he  did  murder  .  .  .  You  see what Iâ€™m saying? He kil s Utecht to shut him up, but then he starts thinking, these other guys wil  know why. . . .â€

â€œThereâ€™s  this  thingâ€”the  victims  have  lemons  in their mouths,â€ Virgil said. â€œEven Wigge . . . but not his

their mouths,â€ Virgil said. â€œEven Wigge . . . but not his bodyguard.â€

â€œDonâ€™t know about that,â€ Bunton said. â€œBut I believe it goes back to â€™Nam.â€

â€œIâ€™ve  been  told  that  when  they  executed  guys  in Vietnam, sometimes theyâ€™d stuff lemons in their mouths to keep them quiet,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œDonâ€™t know about that, either.â€ Bunton crushed his second cigarette and lit a third. â€œAl  I know is, I want to stay  out  of  sight  until  I  know  where  this  is  coming  from.  If itâ€™s Knox. I want to stay out of jail, stay out of sight.â€

Virgil counted them off on his fingers. â€œThere was you, and Utecht, and Sanderson, and Wigge, and this old Utecht, Chester Utecht, and Knox . . . thatâ€™s it?â€

â€œThere  was  one  more  guy,â€  Bunton  said. 

â€œDamned if I know his name.â€

â€œWhen  they  tortured  Wigge,  maybe  thatâ€™s  what they  were  looking  for,â€  Virgil  suggested.  â€œThe  last names. Your name and the other guyâ€™s name.â€

â€œSo  thatâ€™s  good  for  you,  huh?â€  Bunton  asked. 

â€œCanâ€™t be more than two more murders.â€

Â 

BY  THE  TIME  they  got  back  to  the  jail,  it  was  almost  dark. 

Smith,  the  chief  deputy,  and  Carter,  the  attorney,  were playing gin rummy, and Carter had a stack of pennies by her

hand.  She  looked  up  when  they  came  in  and  asked, â€œWhat happened?â€

â€œWe  need  to  cal   the  Red  Lake  guys,â€  Virgil  said. 

His  cel   phone  rang,  and  he  looked  at  it:  Davenport.  â€œI gotta  take  this,â€  he  said.  â€œYou  guys  cal   Red  Lake. 

Iâ€™m gonna run Ray out there.â€

Â 

Â 

DAVENPORT SAID, â€œIâ€™m on the ground in St. Paul. 

Iâ€™m told youâ€™re chasing Bunton.â€

â€œGot  him,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œBut  Iâ€™m  letting  him go. This is the deal. . . .â€

He  told  Davenport  the  story,  and  when  he  was  done, Davenport said, â€œI donâ€™t know if we can hold up our end of the bargain.â€

â€œNeither  do  I,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œBut  hel   with  itâ€”let the  lawyers  work  it  out.  Thatâ€™s  what  theyâ€™re  for. 

Whatâ€™s happening down there?â€

â€œWal -to-wal  

screaming,â€ 

Davenport 

said. 

â€œCrazy  accusations  and  finger-pointing.  Complaints about  competence,  threats  about  budgets.  Questions  from the Secret Service.â€

â€œSoâ€”the usual,â€  Virgil said. 

Davenport  laughed.  â€œYeah.  Tel   you  the  truth,  I  think

everybody  likes  itâ€”gives  them  something  to  do,  and  they can go on TV. But itâ€™d be best if we could catch the guy like . . . tomorrow.â€

â€œWel , if we can get to Knox,â€  Virgil said. â€œBunton thinks Knox has a finger in it.â€

â€œHeâ€™s  wrong,â€  Davenport  said.  â€œI  know Knox. Knox would never do anything like this. Not in a mil ion years. I donâ€™t doubt that he could make people go away, but if heâ€™d done it, there wouldnâ€™t have been a ripple. 

No lemons, no monumentsâ€”just gone.â€

â€œStil  gotta find him,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œGet  your  ass  back  here.  Iâ€™l   have  Jenkins  and Shrake  chase  him  down,  but  I  want  you  here  to  talk  to  him. 

What about this last guy?â€

â€œDonâ€™t knowâ€”maybe Knox wil  know.â€

Â 

Â 

THE  RES  WAS  DARK,  clusters  of  houses  scattered  along narrow roads radiating out from the town of Red Lake. Ray steered Virgil to his motherâ€™s houseâ€”â€œHer name is Reese now, so that wonâ€™t give me away.â€

The  two  Indian  cops  were  waiting  in  Reeseâ€™s  yard, sitting on a concrete bench, drinking from cartons of orange juice.  Virgil  hadnâ€™t  been  introduced  when  they  were  al

down  in  the  roadside  ditch,  and  when  they  got  out  of  the truck,  Bunton  pointed  to  the  older  one  and  said,  â€œLouis Jarlait, who used to bang the brains out of my little sister, and Rudy Bunch, whoâ€™s going to kick your ass someday.â€

â€œFuck  him  if  he  canâ€™t  take  a  joke,â€  Virgil  said. 

Then to Jarlait: â€œThanks for doing this.â€

â€œWhat  are  we  supposed  to  do  with  him?â€  Bunch asked. 

â€œKeep an eye on him,â€ Virgil said. â€œKeep an eye out  for  strangers  who  might  be  looking  for  him.  He  says heâ€™l   be  safe  here  .  .  .  hel ,  ask  him.  Once  you  get  him talking, he wonâ€™t shut up.â€

Jarlait looked at Bunton. â€œYou okay with this?â€

â€œOnly  goddamned  way  Iâ€™m  gonna  stay  alive,â€

Bunton  said.  â€œEven  if  you  guys  kissed  me  off  this afternoon.â€

â€œWe donâ€™t have to keep him or nothing?â€ Jarlait asked  Virgil.  â€œHe  takes  care  of  himself,  I  mean, moneywise?â€

â€œHe stays with his mom, maybe you could have a guy hang  with  him.  We  can  talk  about  compensation  for  your time, maybe later?â€

â€œWhat  about  him  puttinâ€™  you  in  the  hospital?â€

Bunch asked. 

â€œWeâ€™ve decided to let that go,â€  Virgil said. 

The  two  cops  looked  at  Ray,  who  nodded,  so  Jarlait shrugged and said, â€œOkay by me, I guess, if itâ€™s okay with Ray.â€

â€œSo  weâ€™re  good,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œAnd weâ€™re al  good friends.â€

Bunch grinned, a tight grin. â€œIf I were you, I wouldnâ€™t park my car in Red Lake.â€

â€œRudy, Rudy . . .â€

BUNTON  TOOK  VIRGIL  inside  to  meet  his  mother,  who seemed nice enough, and they sat down to chat, and Virgil fel  asleep. A gunfight woke him up, but it was on television. 

â€œYou  passed  out,â€  Reese  said.  She  was  a  heavyset woman, wearing a fleece, though the room was warm. 

â€œTired,â€ Virgil said. â€œListen, thanks for lettinâ€™

me sleep.â€ He looked at his watch. Heâ€™d been out for two hours. 

Bunton  came  in  from  the  kitchen,  crunching  on  a  carrot. 

â€œYou outa here?â€

â€œI  am,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œYou  take  it  easy,  Ray.  This thingâ€™s gonna wear itself out pretty quick now. If you keep your head down for a week, youâ€™l  be okay.â€

Â 

LATE, RUNNING FOR HOME, probably wouldnâ€™t make it back until 2 A.M. Looking at the stars, listening to the radio, singing  along  with  a  country  hit  by  the  Rol ing  Stones, â€œFar Away Eyesâ€  . . . 

Two cal s on the way back. The first from Mai: â€œI had a pretty good time last night.â€

â€œSlammed the door on my ass,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œIf  I  hadnâ€™t,  you  would  have  been  climbing  on  me like ivy,â€  she said. 

â€œMight  possibly  be  true,â€  Virgil  admitted.  â€œThat was quite the neck rub.â€

She  giggled,  sounding  girlish,  and  asked,  â€œSo  why donâ€™t  you  come  over?  We  can  walk  out  and  get  a Coke.â€

â€œ  â€™Cause  Iâ€™m  two  hundred  miles  away,â€

Virgil  said.  â€œHad  to  run  out  of  town.  Looking  for  that guy.â€

â€œFind him?â€  she asked. 

â€œThatâ€™s an official police secret,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œPooh,â€  she  said.  â€œSo  .  .  .  when  do  you return?â€

Virgil thought about it for a minute, then said, â€œIâ€™m on my way right now. Iâ€™l  get back real y late. Need to get

some sleep. How about tomorrow night?â€

â€œCal  me.â€

He thought about what sheâ€™d asked him.  When do you return? 

Â 

Â 

DAVENPORT, VERY LATE, lights of the Twin Cities on the far horizon. â€œCanâ€™t find Knox. Heâ€™s crawled into a hole.  Shrake  talked  to  his  daughter,  and  she  says  heâ€™s traveling.  Says  heâ€™s  taken  up  art  photography  as  a hobby, and nobody knows where he is. Says he never takes a  cel   phone,  so  people  canâ€™t  bother  him  and  he  can concentrate on his art.â€

â€œYou believe her?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œNo. Heâ€™s hiding out,â€ Davenport said. â€œWe need to know why. Are you on the way back?â€

â€œComing up to Wyoming.â€

â€œOkay . . . Tel  me about this Vietnamese chick.â€

So they talked about it, Davenport sitting in a leather chair with a Leinieâ€™s, Virgil rol ing along under the stars, big fat yel ow-gutted bugs whacking the windshield like popcorn. 

A wonderful summer night, Virgil thought. Or, as Ray would have said, a wonderful fuckinâ€™ night. 

13

VIRGIL SLEPT until ten oâ€™clock, when Davenport cal ed. 

â€œWhere are you?â€

â€œAbout  to  leave  the  motel.  I  slept  a  little  late,â€  he said, sitting up in bed, scrubbing at his tangled hair. 

â€œYou  gonna  go  talk  to  Shirley?â€  Shirley  Knox  was Carl Knoxâ€™s oldest daughter. 

â€œThatâ€™s the plan,â€ Virgil said. Theyâ€™d worked it  out  the  night  before.  First  the  push  from  Shrake,  then another push from Virgil. 

â€œIâ€™l  be running around with Rose Marie putting out brush  fires,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œWeâ€™re  pretty  much guaranteeing people that itâ€™l  al  be over in a week. They just donâ€™t want it to slop over into the convention.â€

â€œGood going,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œHey, no pressureâ€”if you canâ€™t produce, we can always turn it over to the FBI.â€

A USED Caterpil ar 988B rubber-tire front-end loader, with a spade-nosed bucket, repainted and updated, sat on a patch of grass in front of Knox Equipment. A hand-lettered sign in the  bucket  said,  in  large  black  letters,  â€œNew  Front Differential!â€  and  under  that,  in  smal er  letters,  â€œ6000

hrs.â€

A  hard-faced,  dark-haired  young  woman  was  behind  the counter.  Virgil  walked  in,  sniffing  at  the  odor  of  diesel  fuel, scuffing  his  boot  heels.  The  woman  had  one  yel ow  pencil behind her ear and another in her hand, and was focused on a stack of invoices and a hand calculator. On the wal  behind her  were  two  color  portrait  photos,  with  a  sign  that  read, â€œOur owners.â€ Under a picture of a square-faced man, a  label  said,  â€œCarl.â€  The  other  picture,  of  the  woman behind the counter, said, â€œShirley.â€

Shirley didnâ€™t look up for a minute as Virgil waited at the  counter.  Her  lips  were  moving,  and  then  she  jotted  a number  on  an  invoice  and  looked  up  and  smiled  and  said, â€œSorry. You caught me in the middle. Are you Dave?â€

She  had  one  slightly  crooked  front  top  tooth,  and  the  smile and the tooth gave her a sudden snaky charm. 

â€œNope. Iâ€™m Virgil. Iâ€™m looking for Mr. Knox.â€

â€œDad  isnâ€™t  here,â€  she  said.  â€œIf  I  could  help you?â€

Virgil  shook  his  head,  pul ed  his  ID  out,  and  said,  â€œI real y need to talk to him.â€

She  looked  vexed.  â€œI  talked  to  Officer  Shrake yesterday. I explained al  this.â€

â€œHeâ€™s out taking photographs,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œThatâ€™s correct,â€  she said. 

â€œLookâ€”you, me, and al  the wise guys on the corner, we al  know that Carl is a big fat crook.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  not  right  .  .  .â€  She  was  sputtering,  but faking it. 

Virgil held up a hand. â€œIâ€™m not recording anything, so you can save the act. We al  know heâ€™s a crook, we al know  heâ€™s  hiding  out  because  of  these  guys  getting kil ed,  andâ€”I  want  to  emphasize  this,  so  you  can  tel   him when you cal  him on your clean cel  phoneâ€”we know why. 

Tel  him we know al  about the job in Da Nang, about stealing the bul dozers, and we donâ€™t care. Now. If he doesnâ€™t cal  me on my cel  phone, weâ€™re going to put out a press release  that  says  weâ€™re  looking  for  Carl  Knox  in connection with these murders, and the TV stations wil  be on you like Holy on the Pope. So cal  him, tel  him that, tel  him Davenport  doesnâ€™t  think  heâ€™s  the  kil er,  and  tel   him we need to talk.â€

â€œIâ€™m tel ing you, I have no way of reaching him,â€

she said, but she was lying through her teeth, and Virgil could see  it,  and  she  could  see  him  seeing  it.  She  smiled  at  him again, acknowledging al  the knowing. 

â€œGreat.  But  when  you  cal   him,  tel   him  that.â€  Virgil snapped  a  business  card  down  on  the  counter.  â€œMy phone number.â€

As  Virgil  turned  to  leave,  she  said,  â€œHe  real y  is  a photographer.â€

He stopped. â€œSo am I. Is your dad any good?â€

â€œPretty good.â€ She pointed to some big black-and-white  prints  hung  along  one  wal ,  photos  of  old  combines rusting in farm fields. 

Virgil went over to look; they were okay, he thought, but not great. â€œTerrific shots,â€ he said. He looked at them in a way he hoped was pensive, then drifted back to the counter and  said,  â€œListen.  I  know  you  donâ€™t  like  us  sniffing around, but I think your old man is in deep shit. Deeper than he might know. He better cal  us.â€

â€œIâ€™m tel ing you . . .â€

â€œOkay, okayâ€”Iâ€™m just sayinâ€™.â€

As  he  was  going  out  the  door,  she  cal ed  after  him, â€œThat Officer Shrakeâ€”does he work with you?â€

â€œSometimes,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œHe  give  you  a  hard time?â€

â€œNo, not at al . He was quite charming,â€  she said. 

â€œShrake?â€

â€œYes. I was just thinking . . . what an attractive man he was.â€

Â 

Â 

KNOX  EQUIPMENT  was  in  the  far  northwest  of  the  metro area, off I-94, the better to send stolen equipment up the line to Canada. Virgil fought the traffic back into town, and when he  hit  Minneapolis,  pul ed  the  phone  out  of  his  pocket  and cal ed  the  Sinclairsâ€™  apartment.  No  answer.  He  cal ed Sandy  and  said,  â€œIâ€™l   be  at  Wiggeâ€™s  house  in twenty minutes.â€

â€œIâ€™m in my car, on the way,â€  she said. 

Â 

Â 

A BCA INVESTIGATOR named Benson had been sent out to the house when Virgil reported the murders at the rest stop, had checked it for anything obvious, and had then sealed it. 

Benson had given the key to Sandy. 

Sandy was sitting on the front porch with a white cat sitting next to her. The cat reflexively crouched, ready to run, when Virgil  got  out  of  his  truck,  but  Sandy  said  â€œkittyâ€  and scratched it between the ears, and the cat relaxed and stuck out its tongue. 

â€œVirgil,â€  Sandy  said.  She  stood  up,  and  the  cat jumped down along the foundation, behind some arborvitae, and  Sandy  dusted  off  her  butt.  She  was  a  latter-day  hippie and carried an aura of shyness, which was starting to wear since  she  went  to  work  for  Davenport.  She  wore  glasses, 

which  apparently  made  her  self-conscious,  and  when  she was  talking  to  Virgil  she  often  took  them  off,  which  left  her moon-eyed with nearsightedness. She was carrying a laptop. 

Virgil  pul ed  off  a  seal,  and  she  fol owed  him  through  the door, and inside, they both paused to look around in the dry unnatural  stil ness.  Owner  dead.  They  could  feel  it  coming from the wal s. 

â€œMust be a computer somewhere,â€ Virgil said. They found  a  den,  with  bookshelves  stuffed  with  junk paperâ€”travel  brochures,  golf  pamphlets,  phone  books, road  maps,  security-industry  manuals  and  catalogs,  gun books. The computer, a Sony, sat in the middle of it. Sandy brought it up, clicked into it. â€œPassword,â€  she said. 

â€œCan you get into it?â€

â€œYeah,  but  I  have  to  go  around  .  .  .â€  She  began hooking the computer to her laptop, and Virgil started pul ing the drawers on two file cabinets. In ten minutes, Sandy was going through the computer files and Virgil had found both a wil  and six years of income tax records. 

Wigge had retired from the St. Paul force when he was fifty and  had  been  with  Paladin  ever  since;  he  was  a  vice president  of  the  personal  services  division.  In  the  previous year, heâ€™d made $220,000 from al  sources. One of the sources  was  better  than  two  mil ion  dol ars  in  investments, most of which were already in place in the earliest income tax

records. 

Someplace  along  the  line,  and  it  couldnâ€™t  have  been many  years  after  leaving  the  police  force,  heâ€™d  had  a windfal â€”but those years were the big tech-bubble years of the  late  nineties,  so  it  was  possible  that  heâ€™d accumulated the money through either luck or intel igence. 

His  estate  went  to  two  sisters,  one  of  whom  lived  in Florida,  the  other  in  Texas.  Virgil  didnâ€™t  know  whether theyâ€™d  be  notified  of  Wiggeâ€™s  death;  notification wasnâ€™t  his  problem.  Total  estate,  including  the  house, would push past three mil ion. 

â€œNot bad for a cop,â€ Virgil told Sandy. â€œAnything in the computer?â€

â€œBusiness e-mails. They did a lot of celebrity business. 

Concerts.  Not  much  personal  stuff.  I  havenâ€™t  seen anything from your namesâ€”Utecht or Sanderson or Bunton or Knox.â€

â€œAnything  that  looks  like  anythingâ€”write  the  name down. Or print it.â€

Virgil  began  prowling  the  house  and  found  a  couple  of phone  numbers  written  on  a  Post-it  pad  next  to  the  kitchen phone. One of the numbers was for Sanderson; the other was a northern Minnesota area code, and he got no answer when he cal ed it. Red Lake? Had he been trying to reach Bunton? 

He  copied  the  unknown  number  into  his  notebook  and moved on. Found a loaded .357 Magnum in a kitchen towel drawer.  Found  another  one,  identical  to  the  first,  in  a  side table in a bedroom that had been converted into a TV room, with a massive LCD television. A third one, just like the first two, in a bedstand in the master bedroom. 

The bedroom also had a steel door, and a waist-high, pale yel ow  wainscoting  on  al   the  visible  wal s.  When  Virgil rapped the wainscoting with a knuckle, he found steel plate. 

So the bedroom, in addition to being fashionable, was also bul etproof.  He  pul ed  back  the  curtains  and  found  a  mesh screen  over  both  windows.  Wigge  had  been  ready  for  a minor  firefight,  but  the  work  wasnâ€™t  new:  heâ€™d  been ready for years. 

Sandy  cal ed:  â€œHeâ€™s  got  an  address  book  here. 

Contacts.â€

â€œPrint it out.â€

He  found  a  briefcase  in  the  back  hal way,  looked  in  it: black address book, checkbook, pens, notepad, sunglasses, Tums,  Chap  Stick,  a  one-inch  plastic  ring-binder  with upcoming security assignments. 

He  scanned  the  address  book,  but  none  of  his  names were in it. He found three numbers for Ralph Warren, owner of  Paladin,  Wiggeâ€™s  boss.  Virgil  put  the  phone  book  in his pocket. 

Â 

Â 

THEY  WORKED  AT  IT  for  three  hours,  piling  up paperâ€”Sandy  running  the  computer  files  through Wiggeâ€™s  printer,  the  loose  stuff  through  his  tabletop Xerox  machine.  When  they  were  done,  they  had  a  stack  of paper  three  inches  thick,  everything  from  tax  records  to receipts. 

â€œIâ€™m  not  sure  it  means  a  thing,â€  he  told  Sandy over  bagels  and  cream  cheese  at  a  local  bagel  place. 

â€œThe whole thing may fly back to Vietnam, right over the top of al  this stuff with Warren. Just because he was a crook doesnâ€™t  mean  that  had  anything  to  do  with  him  getting shot.â€

â€œYes, it does,â€ she said. â€œHe went to Vietnam to steal bul dozers. He was a crook back then, and one way or the other, he got shot because he was a crook.â€

â€œYouâ€™re such a charitable soul,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œIn  some  ways,â€  she  said,  and  sort  of  wiggled  her eyebrows at him. 

â€œYou  know,  Sandy,  sometimes  .  .  .â€  He  thought better of it. â€œNever mind.â€

â€œWhat?â€

â€œAh, never mind.â€

â€œChicken.â€

Â 

Â 

THEY  SAT  chewing  for  a  moment,  and  then  Sandy  said, â€œIf  you  think  this  Knox  guy  is  moving  around,  then,  you know, I donâ€™t know what you could do about it. But what if he has a place somewhere?â€

â€œYou mean, a hideout?â€

â€œSure,â€  she  said.  â€œHeâ€™s  a  rich  crook,  there might be people looking for him sometimes.â€

â€œOkay. How do we find a hideout?â€

She  shrugged.  â€œIf  youâ€™ve  got  a  hideout,  you  pay property  taxes  on  it.  If  you  pay  property  taxes,  and  if youâ€™re  greedy,  you  deduct  the  taxes  from  your  income taxes, even if you want to keep the place secret. If you deduct from your income taxes, thereâ€™l  be a tax form.â€

â€œCan we look at tax files?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œAbsolutely.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL CHECKED his watch when they got out of the bagel place: 1 P.M. What next? 

â€œIâ€™l  drop you at your car, then Iâ€™m going to run around for a bit and then head back to the office to look at the

phone  numbers  from  Knoxâ€™s  place.  Look  at  those  tax records.â€

â€œYup,â€  she said. â€œSoon as I get back.â€

He  dropped  her  at  her  car  in  front  of  Wiggeâ€™s  place. 

He  cal ed  Sinclair,  got  no  answer,  and  swung  by,  since  he was so close. Rang the bel , stil  no answer. 

â€œShoot.â€  Scuffed  back  down  the  sidewalk,  looking up and down the street, hoping to see Mai, but didnâ€™t. He stal ed, but final y got back in his truck and drove across town to the office. 

Â 

AT  DAVENPORTâ€™S  SUGGESTION,  Virgil  had  a computerized pen register hooked into the phones at Shirley Knoxâ€™s house, at Carl Knoxâ€™s house, at the business, and  for  both  of  their  cel   phones;  and  had  gotten  a  warrant delivered to the phone company for lists of cal s made by the Knoxesâ€™ known phones. 

Though, he thought, if they were real y a bunch of crooks, they  probably  had  unregistered  phones,  pay-as-you-go, which  were  cheap  at  Wal-Mart.  Benson,  the  guy  whoâ€™d sealed Wiggeâ€™s house, was compiling the numbers from the  Knoxes.  Virgil  stopped  by  his  office:  â€œAnything interesting?â€

He shrugged, tapped on his computer for a moment, then

printed  out  a  list  of  numbers.  â€œThis  is  what  we  got. 

Numbers.  Itâ€™s  a  pretty  big  businessâ€”the  numbers Iâ€™ve  been  able  to  find  al   go  out  to  places  that  a  heavy-equipment  operator  might  cal .  But  there  are  some  that  I couldnâ€™t  tel   you  who  the  people  are  .  .  .  but  none  of themâ€™s name is Knox.â€

Virgil  checked  the  numbers  against  the  number  from Wiggeâ€™s pad: nothing matched. 

â€œWel , keep piling them up,â€ Virgil said. â€œIâ€™m done at the house, if you want to take a team over.â€

Â 

Â 

SANDY CALLED HIM on his cel  phone as he was walking up to Davenportâ€™s office. â€œWhere are you?â€

â€œAbout thirty feet down the hal ,â€  he said. 

She  hung  up  and  stuck  her  head  out  of  Davenportâ€™s office.  â€œCarl  Knox  has  a  cabin,â€  she  said.  â€œWhat was  that  number  you  found  at  Wiggeâ€™s?  Was  it  up north?â€

â€œYup. You got Knoxâ€™s number?â€

â€œYes, but itâ€™s not under his nameâ€”itâ€™s under one  of  his  daughterâ€™s  names,  Patricia Ann  Knox-Mil er. 

But the cabin is his. He deducts the taxes.â€

â€œWhatâ€™s the number?â€ He opened his notebook

as she read out the number for the cabin. 

â€œThatâ€™s weird,â€  he said when sheâ€™d finished. 

â€œWhat?â€

â€œThatâ€™s  the  number,â€  he  said.  He  looked  up  at her. â€œWe found the hideout.â€

Â 

VIRGIL CALLED the number again, and once again failed to get an answer. Since he had the phone in his hand, he cal ed the  Sinclair  number  again,  and  this  time,  Mead  Sinclair picked up the phone. 

â€œIâ€™d like to talk to you; Iâ€™ve got a Vietnam story for you,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œAlways  happy  to  hear  Vietnam  stories,â€  Sinclair said.  â€œEspecial y  the  ones  where  the  American imperialist running-dogs get their comeuppance.â€

Virgil thought about that for a second, then said, â€œI bet you real y pissed a lot of people off in your day.â€

â€œYou  have  no  idea,â€  Sinclair  said.  â€œWhen  are you coming over?â€

â€œRight now.â€

â€œARE YOU going north?â€  Sandy asked. 

â€œProbablyâ€”but  right  now,  Iâ€™m  going  over  to  the Sinclairsâ€™.  Could  you  get  some  plat  books  and  spot

Knoxâ€™s place for me? Just send it to my e-mail.â€

â€œWhen are you going?â€

â€œDonâ€™t know,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œI  was  thinking  of  going  dancing  tonight,â€  Sandy said.  â€œIf  youâ€™re  around,  weâ€™l   be  at  the Horseâ€™s Head.â€

â€œSandy, you know . . .â€

â€œWhat?â€

â€œIf  I  went  dancing  with  you,  I  donâ€™t  think  Lucas would  like  it,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œWeâ€™re  in  the  same group.â€

â€œDonâ€™t  get  your  honey  where  you  get  your money,â€  she said, one fist on her hip. 

â€œI  wouldnâ€™t  put  it  that  way,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œButâ€”think about it.â€

â€œI refuse to think about it,â€ she said. â€œ  You  think about it, when youâ€™re driving your lonely ass up to some godforsaken cabin in the North Woods.â€

â€œSandy ...â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  WANTED  to  check  with  Davenport  in  person,  but Carol, his secretary, said he was in his third crisis meeting at

the Department of Public Safety downtown. â€œHeâ€™l  be completely insane by the time he gets back. I know he wants to see you. He wants to make sure thereâ€™s not a boat on the back of your truck.â€

â€œIâ€™l  be back,â€  Virgil said. 

In the hal way, he ran into Shrake, who was coming down the hal  carrying a tennis racket with a cannonbal -sized hole through  the  face  of  it,  the  strings  hanging  free.  Virgil didnâ€™t  ask.  Instead,  he  said,  â€œHeyâ€”Shirley  Knox sorta liked your looks.â€

â€œYeah?â€  Shrake said. â€œI sorta liked hers, too.â€

â€œGotta be careful,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œIâ€™m  cool,â€  Shrake  said.  â€œSo,  uh  .  .  . 

whatâ€™d she say about me?â€

Â 

Â 

THE  DAY  WAS  getting  away  from  him,  he  thought,  sliding from  afternoon  into  evening  as  he  got  to  Sinclairâ€™s apartment.  Sinclair  was  barefoot,  wearing  white  cotton slacks  and  a  black  silk  shirt  open  at  the  throat. 

â€œMaiâ€™s not here,â€ he said. â€œWe should be able to talk in peace and quiet.â€

â€œShe dancing?â€

â€œGrocery 

shopping. 

Sheâ€™s 

running 

around

somewhere, looking for a particular kind of food store. Some place that has seafood and weird spices.â€

â€œGorgeous  and a good cook.â€

Sinclair laughed. â€œShe taught herself to cook fourteen things  real y  wel .  Two  weeks  of  dinners.  Every  other Wednesday, rain or shine, we have Korean  bulgogi.  Not bad. 

But  today  is  okra  gumbo  day.  Good  gumbo,  but  you  know, sometimes  Iâ€™l   wake  up  on  gumbo  day  and  I  think  I canâ€™t look another okra in the face. . . . I canâ€™t tel  her that, of course.â€ He led the way to the back porch and his stack of papers. â€œWhatâ€™s your Vietnam story?â€

Virgil laid it out: the theft of the bul dozers, the shoot-out at the house, the deaths of the men in the circle of thieves. 

â€œThatâ€™s  a  great  story,  Virgil,â€  Sinclair  said, sitting back in a lounge chair, fingers knitted behind his head. 

â€œThe  business  about  the  shooting  in  the  house.  The murders.  That  was  a  wild  timeâ€”you  think  this  could  be  a comeback?â€

â€œI donâ€™t know,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œI  did  some  research  on  you,  you  know,  after  you picked  up  that  line  from  Virgil,â€  Sinclair  said. 

â€œYouâ€™re a writer.â€

â€œI write outdoor stuff,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œHeyâ€”I read that story about the moose hunt up in the

Boundary Waters, and packing that moose out in the canoes. 

Thatâ€™s  good  stuff,  Virgil.  Thereâ€™s  a  great American tradition  of  outdoor  writing,  of  exactly  that  kind.  Teddy Roosevelt  did  it,â€  he  said,  and  Virgil  got  red  in  the  face, flushing, pleased by the flattery, had to admit it. 

Sinclair  let  him  marinate  in  his  ego  for  a  moment,  then continued: â€œAnyway, this Vietnam story, what you just told me. If you could get Bunton to repeat that, or any of them to repeat  that,  if  theyâ€™d  go  on  the  recordâ€”and  if thereâ€™s  a  connection  going  back  to  those  old  daysâ€”I could  put  you  in  touch  with  a  guy  on  the  New  York  Times Magazine. Theyâ€™d buy it in a minute.â€

â€œYou think so?â€

â€œIâ€™ve been publishing for forty years in those kinds of  magazinesâ€”theyâ€™d  buy  it,â€  Sinclair  said.  â€œI mean,  aside  from  the  facts  of  the  matter,  itâ€™s  a  terrific story. A bunch of American rednecks flying into Vietnam as the  place  goes  up  in  flames,  to  steal  mil ions  of  bucksâ€™

worth of bul dozers? Are you kidding me? Keep your notes, buddy.â€

Virgil  nodded.  â€œBut  what  do  you  think  about  the story?â€

Sinclair  ran  his  tongue  over  his  lower  lip,  then  shook  his head.  â€œIâ€™ve  worked  with  the  Vietnamese  for  a  long time.  They  can  be  a  subtle  bunch  of  people  and  they  know

how  to  nurse  a  grudge.  On  the  other  hand,  they  can  be  the biggest bunch of homeboy hicks that you could imagine. So I suppose  itâ€™s  possible  that  thereâ€™s  a  Vietnamese connection . . .â€

â€œBut you donâ€™t believe it.â€

Sinclair  shrugged.  â€œI  didnâ€™t  say  that.  Mil ions  of people were kil ed back then.  Millions.   Whatever  happened in that house, however bad it was . . . was nothing. And the lemon thing. Thatâ€™s pretty obvious. Itâ€™s like a flag to attract your attention. Have you thought about the possibility that itâ€™s coming from another direction?â€

â€œYeah,  I  have,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œIâ€™ve  even  got  a guy  Iâ€™m  thinking  about.  But  I  donâ€™t  want  to  take  my eye off the Vietnamese connection, either.â€

â€œWhich is why you were harassing Tai and Phem.â€

â€œChecked  them  outâ€”they  seem  like  theyâ€™re  on the  up-and-up,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œThatâ€™s  what  the Canadians  tel   us,  anyway.  But  who  knows?  They  could  be some kind of crazed Vietnamese hit team.â€

Sinclair  nodded.  â€œThey  could  be.  On  the  other  hand, they could just be a couple of gooks who got lucky and were born in Canada instead of a reeducation camp.â€

â€œYou stil  pissed about that?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œYeah.â€  He  chuckled.  â€œAnd  theyâ€™re  stil

pissed at me. They donâ€™t believe that I didnâ€™t tel  you about them.â€

Mai  came  back  carrying  two  big  grocery  sacks,  plunked them on the counter; she was wearing a simple white blouse and blue jeans, and looked terrific. She even looked like she smelled terrific, but when Virgil sniffed, he smel ed raw crab. 

She asked, â€œCan you stay for dinner?â€

Virgil  thought  about  the  okra.  Okra  is  essential y  a  squid that grows in the ground instead of swimming in the ocean. 

He  said,  â€œI  canâ€™t.  Iâ€™m  looking  for  a  guy. 

Wouldnâ€™t mind walking you around the block, though.â€

â€œYou should ask my daddy if itâ€™s okay.â€

Â 

â€œREALLY BORED,â€ she said. They ambled along, and somewhere down the block she took hold of a couple of his fingers,  and  they  went  the  rest  of  the  way  hand  in  hand. 

â€œSt.  Paul  would  be  a  nice  place  to  live  if  you  had something to do. I donâ€™t have anything to do.â€

â€œThereâ€™s 

always 

sex,â€ 

Virgil 

said. 

â€œYouâ€™re away from home, where nobody knows you. 

You could indulge al  your sexual fantasies and nobody would ever find out.â€

â€œBut who would I sleep with?â€

â€œWe  could  put  a  notice  in  the  paper,  ask  for

volunteers.â€

â€œDid  you  ever  find  that  guy  you  were  looking  for?â€

she asked. 

â€œYes, I did. He told me a strange story, which I just told to  daddy.  Something  weird  is  going  on.  But  Iâ€™l   crack it,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œYou think?â€

â€œThese  things  have  a  rhythm,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œYou get  something  going  .  .  .  itâ€™s  like  a  plot  in  a  novel.  You start  out  with  an  incident,  a  kil ing,  and  there  are  mil ions  of possibilities, and you start eliminating the possibilities. Pretty soon, you can see the line of the story and you can feel the climax  coming.  Weâ€™re  not  there  yet,  but  I  can  feel  it. 

Itâ€™s taking form.â€

â€œBe careful,â€ she said. â€œThis whole thing is pretty creepy.â€

BACK  AT  THE  apartment,  inside,  at  their  door,  she  said, â€œYouâ€™re sure you canâ€™t stay?â€

â€œGot  to  move  along,â€  Virgil  said;  but  he  took  a minute  to  kiss  her.  Didnâ€™t  exactly  catch  her  by  surprise, but  he  felt  a  second  of  what  might  have  been  resistance, which surprised  him, because theyâ€™d been getting along and he rarely miscalculated in these kinds of thingsâ€”Sandy, for  example,  you  wouldnâ€™t  feel  her stiffen upâ€”and then

Mai  melted  into  him  and  the  kiss  got  long  and  his  hand drifted to her backside. . . . 

â€œWe  gotta  find  a  place,â€  she  said.  She  patted  his chest. â€œThe other night when I was sitting on your back . . . 

I got pretty warm.â€

â€œWel , I know a cabin over in Wisconsin,â€ Virgil said. 

â€œWe  could  go  up  for  the  day  .  .  .  but  today  and  tonight, Iâ€™m working. Iâ€™m hunting for this guyâ€”â€

â€œWisconsin. Letâ€™s go soon. I mean, I real y  need to go soon.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL LEFT HER at the door and headed back to the motel, checked his e-mail. 

Sandy had sent along a PDF file of a large-scale plat map, with an arrow pointing at the precise location of Knoxâ€™s cabin  on  the  Rainy  River  outside  of  International  Fal s,  two hundred yards from Canada. A strange place for a cabin, for anyone  elseâ€”but  maybe  not  for  a  guy  who  did  a  lot  of business  there  and  might  want  to  cross  over  without  al   the bureaucratic hassle of the border. 

He  cal ed  Davenport  to  tel   him  what  heâ€™d  found  out during the day. 

When Virgil had finished, Davenport said, â€œI canâ€™t

deal  with  this  anymore.  I  got  a  tip  that  some  real  trouble  is headed  this  way,  and  I  need  to  work  it.  Nothing  to  do  with Knox or your kil ings.â€

â€œOkay. Wel , itâ€™s gonna break, I think.â€

â€œYou going to International Fal s?â€

â€œYeah. You know it?â€

â€œI  played  hockey  up  there  a  few  times  when  I  was  in high  school,â€  Davenport  said.  â€œItâ€™s  a  long  way. 

Maybe you oughta see if you could get the Patrol to fly you up thereâ€”rent a car when you get there.â€

â€œAh, Iâ€™m thinking about driving up tonight,â€ Virgil said.  â€œGet  a  few  hoursâ€™  sleep.  The  dayâ€™s  shot anyway, might as wel  drive. I could hit Knoxâ€™s place first thing in the morning.â€

â€œYour  cal ,â€  Davenport  said.  â€œI  got  problems  of my own. Just get this thing done with.â€

Â 

VIRGIL SET HIS alarm clock, and crashed. He woke at nine oâ€™clock,  scrubbed  his  mouth  out,  got  his  stuff  together, and headed for the truck. 

He always had fishing gear with him. He could drive for five hours, bag out at a backwoods motel, rent a boat at a resort in  the  morning,  get  in  a  couple  hours  on  the  water,  and  stil make it to International Fal s before noon. 

Another good night to drive. 
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THE SHOOTER was city, not country. 

He wore comfortable, low-heeled shoes with pointed toes made  of  delicate  Italian  leather,  summer-weight  dark-blue wool  pants,  a  short-sleeved  cotton  shirt,  and  a  black  cotton jacket.  One  of  two  things  would  happen  that  evening,  he thought,  because  of  his  citiness:  heâ€™d  either  be  eaten alive by mosquitoes, or heâ€™d freeze. 

The  scout  had  spotted  Buntonâ€™s  hideout  and  had delivered both precise GPS coordinates and a satel ite map that would take the shooter to a little-used, dead-end trail that ended at a marshy lake a hundred yards from Buntonâ€™s. 

From there, the scout suggested, the shooter could walk in. 

Heâ€™d  be  coming  out  of  the  deep  woods,  in  the  night,  a direction that the Indian wouldnâ€™t expect, even if he was on his guard. 

â€œI  couldnâ€™t  hang  around,  but  I  got  good photographs. Thereâ€™s no security system that I can see. 

Thereâ€™s  not  even  a  motion-detecting  garage  light.  The only wires going in are electric. No phone. The TV comes off a  satel ite  dish,  so  thereâ€™s  no  way  for  a  remote  alarm system to cal  out. . . .â€

The shooter hadnâ€™t even driven past the Bunton place, 

hadnâ€™t  even  given  them  that  much  of  a  chance  to  spot him. Heâ€™d come from the opposite direction, from off the res, and had taken the trail down to the lake, where there was an  informal  muddy  canoe  launch.  He  pul ed  off  into  the weeds,  checked  the  GPS,  got  his  pistol  and  his  sap,  and cal ed the scout. 

â€œGoing in.â€

The  scout  hadnâ€™t  walked  it  himself  in  the  daylight, because heâ€™d been afraid to give it away. So the shooter was on his own going inâ€”and within fifty feet of the car, he was slip-sliding through stinking mud and marsh, and kicking up  every  mosquito  in  the  universe,  spitting  them  out  of  his mouth  and  batting  them  away  from  his  face,  until  he  was driven into a jog just to stay ahead of them. 

But the bugs dropped on him like chicken hawks when he came  up  to  the  house,  and  heâ€™d  eventual y  pul ed  his jacket  over  his  head,  blocking  out  everything  but  his  eyes, retracting his hands into the coat sleeves. 

Then they went after his eyes. . . . 

Â 

Â 

BUNTONâ€™S  HIDEOUT  was  in  a  cluster  of  five  smal suburban-style houses that might have been built during the sixties,  al   facing  a  narrow  wooded  road  from  town.  His house was the second from the endâ€”the one with a cop car

parked in the driveway. 

The shooter cal ed the scout: â€œIâ€™m in, but heâ€™s got protection from the Indian police.â€

â€œLet  me  cal ,â€  the  scout  said.  He  meant  to  cal   the coordinator.  Three  minutes  later,  the  phone  silently  vibrated in the shooterâ€™s hand as he got back to the car. 

â€œTake  him  alone  if  you  can,â€  the  scout  said.  â€œIf you  canâ€™tâ€”weâ€™ve  already  broken  the  protocol.  We need these two as fast as we can.â€

â€œOf course,â€ the shooter said. He was in the back of the  van,  going  through  the  garbage  heâ€™d  accumulated during the drive up from the Twin Cities. â€œSo if I need to take a police officer . . .â€

â€œIf we have no choice, we have no choice.â€

The  shooter  rang  off,  risked  a  light,  found  what  heâ€™d been  looking  forâ€”two  plastic  grocery  sacks.  He  put  the sacks in his jacket pocket, then took off his jacket. Using his penknife, he cut out the rayon lining. 

He could lose Bunton while he did al  of this, he knew, but he also knew that he couldnâ€™t tolerate even a half hour in the  wood,  with  the  insects.  When  the  lining  was  free,  he careful y  wrapped  it  around  his  head,  mummylike,  until nothing  was  open  except  a  smal   breathing  hole  and  his eyes.  He  got  his  sunglasses  off  the  passenger  seat  and

stuck them in his jacket pocket with the plastic bags. 

When  he  was  ready,  he  got  his  equipment  and  walked back through the woods to Buntonâ€™s house, slipping and sliding in the oily slime at the edge of the marsh. By the time he  got  there,  he  was  wet  and  muddy  to  the  knees,  and  his Italian shoes felt as though they were about to dissolve. 

He  sat  at  the  end  of  the  woods  and  listened,  then  quietly pul ed  the  plastic  sacks  over  his  hands  to  fend  off  the mosquitoes. Moving slow as a glacier, he crept through the woods  to  a  point  directly  behind  Buntonâ€™s  house, watched, listened, waited, then crossed the dark backyard to the outer wal  of the house. 

Â 

Â 

NO  AIR-CONDITIONING,  nothing  between  the  shooter  and the  target  but  some  screensâ€”and  two  other  people.  A television was going inside, and two men and a woman were talking a rambling, desultory conversation as they watched a rerun  of  American  Idol.   At  one  point,  the  woman  said, â€œHey, Ray? Could you get that?â€

The shooter didnâ€™t know what  that was, but there was at  least  one  Ray  in  the  house.  He  settled  down  to  listen, against the wal  of the house, like a lump, or a boulder, next to the  electric  meter,  listening.  The  mosquitoes  came  for  his eyes:  he  put  on  the  sunglasses  and  bunched  the  fabric

around them. He couldnâ€™t see much, but there wasnâ€™t much  to  see.  A  few  cars  went  past,  but  not  many.  There wasnâ€™t  much  down  the  road.  The  woman  inside,  he learned, was named Edna; Ray cal ed her Ma. The other man was Olen. 

The shooter wondered if there were poisonous snakes in Minnesota. . . . 

Â 

Â 

SOME TIME LATER, he wasnâ€™t sure how long, but long enough to get stiff in his bones, he heard Ray say something about  â€œGoing  to  get  some  toilet  paper.  Want  anything else?â€

â€œOatmeal, for breakfast . . . maybe some eggs, if you want scrambled eggs.â€

The  shooter  broke  cover,  eased  around  the  back  of  the house,  crawled  up  the  far  side,  watching  the  end  house, looking  for  people  who  might  glance  out  a  window.  Two  of the windows had no curtains, but the others were closed off. 

He saw no one, no movement. 

He  made  it  to  the  front  of  the  house,  the  side  next  to  the garage. Heâ€™d been there two minutes when the front door opened, and Ray and the cop came out on the porch, and the cop stretched and said, â€œCold,â€ and Ray said, â€œLet me get my jacket,â€  and he went back inside the house. The

officer  lit  a  cigarette  and  ambled  down  to  the  car,  and  the shooter  processed  it  al :  two  men,  one  dark  street,  getting darker as it went through the woods. No traffic. 

If he took them here, he had to think about the woman: if she saw him, heâ€™d have to take her, too. It wouldnâ€™t be the odd dead officer, itâ€™d be a massacre. The bodies were already beginning to stack up, beginning to get intense coverage from the media. 

He decided, and turned, and moved as silently as he could back down the garage wal , across the backyard and into the trees,  and  then,  using  a  tiny  button  flash,  he  ran  as  best  he could through the trees toward the van. Behind him, he heard the police car start, and he ran faster, and he heard the car door slam and he crossed the trail to the lake, ran down to the van, climbed in, tore the jacket from his head, and threw the van into a circle and banged back to the main road. 

The  cop  car  was  taking  it  easy,  and  the  shooter  caught them a mile down the road, in the dark, coming up fast. On the way, heâ€™d cal ed the scout: â€œCome in now,â€ he said. â€œNorth on that road.â€  Nothing to identify location. 

When he caught them, he began flashing his high beams, blasting  them  through  the  cop  carâ€™s  back  window,  and the  cop  turned  on  his  flashers  and  pul ed  over,  and  the shooter pul ed in behind him and jumped out of the car and ran to the police car, as if he were looking for help, and the

cop, not thinking, cracked the door and the shooter shot him in the head and yanked the door open and pointed the gun at Rayâ€™s face and said, â€œGet out. Get out.â€

The  cop  had  col apsed  in  his  seat  and  now  slid  out  the open  door,  and  Ray,  eyes  staring,  fumbled  at  the  door handle. The shooter kept the gun on him, the muzzle pointing at his eyes, and pushed the door open, and the shooter, fast as a snake, vaulted the hood of the car, sliding across it, to Rayâ€™s side. 

Ray lurched back into the car and slammed the door and fumbled at the cop and the shooter realized he was going for the  copâ€™s  gun  and  he  fired  two  quick  shots  through  the window  into  Rayâ€™s  legs  and  then  slid  across  the  hood again  and  thrust  the  pistol  into  Rayâ€™s  face  and  said, â€œIâ€™l  kil  you now. Get out.â€

Ray said, â€œIâ€™m hit.â€

â€œGet out. Get out.â€

Ray  got  out,  holding  on  to  the  door,  and  screamed  when his  feet  hit  the  ground,  and  he  cal ed,  â€œIâ€™m  hit;  shit, Iâ€™m hit bad.â€

When  Ray  was  wel   clear  of  the  door,  the  shooter  pul ed back and ran through the headlights, keeping the gun trained on Ray, who was holding himself up on the far door, and the shooter came around and said, â€œWalk to the van.â€

Ray said, â€œI canâ€™t walk.â€

â€œThen crawl.â€

Ray  turned  to  look  at  the  van,  and  the  shooter  stepped closer,  worried  that  he  was  about  to  fal ,  and  then  Ray slammed  the  door  and  charged  him,  head  down,  legs working  fine,  and  Ray  caught  the  shooterâ€™s  shirt  in  one hand  and  yanked  on  him  and  the  shooter  thrust  him  aside and Ray twisted and came back for him and the shooter fired and hit him in the heart and Ray went down and died. 

Â 

THE  SHOOTER  was  counting  time  in  his  head.  The  whole thing, at this point, had taken perhaps thirty seconds, from the time he kil ed the cop until he kil ed Ray. He needed time to move.  He  ran  back  around  the  police  car,  pushed  the  cop back inside, scanned the controls, kil ed the light bar. The car was  stil   running,  and  he  shifted  it  into  gear  and  pushed  it farther  to  the  side  of  the  road,  got  it  straight,  turned  off  the engine, and slammed the door. 

Bunton. 

He spent five seconds looking up and down the long dark road:  nothing  but  the  lights  of  his  own  van.  He  dragged Bunton to the van by the col ar of his jeans jacket, threw him in the back. 

Wiped his hands on his pants: what was he forgetting? 

Nothing that he could think of. 

Except the error. Another mistake. Another dead man, but no name. These people were tougher than heâ€™d been led to  believe.  Utecht  had  been  soft  and  easy,  and  that  had misled them. 

Cursing,  he  got  on  the  phone.  â€œAbort  it.  Two  down. 

Coming out.â€

Â 

Â 

THE  SHOOTER  rol ed  through  the  dark,  fast  but  careful, putting  Red  Lake  behind  him.  Only  one  name  left  now.  The scout  had  needed  to  speak  to  Bunton.  Needed  to  isolate him,  to  work  on  him.  But  what  could  you  do  in  a  place  like this? The scout had told him that if he spent one hour on the res,  in  the  open,  everybody  would  be  looking  at  him, everybody would know the van. 

The group had one more target that they knew of: the next target they had to isolate, they had to talk to, or the game was over. 

He fol owed his headlights through the dark, now sickened by the smel  of raw blood in the back. He reached across to the grocery sack on the seat, took out the lemon, scratched the  rind,  held  the  lemon  to  his  nose  to  kil   the  scent  of  the blood. 

The lemon didnâ€™t work. 

The lemon didnâ€™t work. 

The smel  of blood, the shooter realized, had soaked into his  brain:  it  was  there  forever.  He  would  never  escape  it. 

Never. 
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THE NIGHT was ful  of stars and night lights, like a Van Gogh painting, and Virgil fol owed the red tail ights of a mil ion cars headed toward cabin country. He got off at the I-35 rest stop where Wigge had been shot and David Ross was kil ed, to take a leak at the restroom and to look at the scene again. 

There was no sign of a murder, and a young couple and two children were sitting at the pavilion in back, near the murder scene,  eating  white-bread  sandwiches  in  the  light  of  a fluorescent camping lantern. 

On  the  way  out  the  exit  ramp,  a  tal   thin  blond  kid  with  a backpack  stuck  his  thumb  out,  and  Virgil  pul ed  over  and popped the door. â€œWhere you going?â€

â€œDuluth. Trying to get a ship out.â€

â€œI can take you most of the way,â€  Virgil said. 

The  kid  looked  at  al   the  lights  on  the  dash  as  he  settled down and asked, â€œAre you a police officer?â€

â€œYeah.â€

â€œI  know  Iâ€™m  not  supposed  to  hitchhike  along hereâ€”â€

â€œDonâ€™t worry about it,â€ Virgil said. â€œNot many roads out here that I didnâ€™t hitchhike over.â€


The  kid,  whose  name  was  Don,  had  come  off  a  farm outside  of  Blooming  Prairie,  had  done  a  year  at  the University  of  Minnesota,  working  nights  at  UPS,  throwing boxes, and final y realized that the whole thing wasnâ€™t for him. 

â€œI was too tired to read, and the university . . . the place is  sunk  in  bul shit,â€  he  said.  â€œI  tried  to  figure  out  how long it would take me to get through, and it might take me six years,  going  ful   time,  because  thereâ€™s  so  much  bul shit that  you  canâ€™t  even  figure  out  ahead  of  time  what  you need to take to graduate.â€

Virgil had gone to the university, and they talked about that and looked at the stars, and the kid confessed that he had al three volumes of John Dos Passosâ€™s  U.S.A.  in his pack, and had read them so often that they were fal ing apart, and that he had just started Conradâ€™s  Heart of Darkness and that he couldnâ€™t get over the second paragraph. 

He quoted part of it from memory: â€œIn the offing the sea and  sky  were  welded  together  without  a  joint,  and  in  the luminous space the tanned sails of the barges drifting up with the tide seemed to stand stil  in red clusters of canvas sharply peaked,  with  gleams  of  varnished  sprits. A  haze  rested  on the low shores that ran out to sea in vanishing flatness. The air was dark above Gravesend, and farther back stil  seemed condensed into a mournful gloom, brooding motionless over

the biggest, and the greatest, town on earth.â€

â€œLondon,â€ he said. â€œIâ€™d give my left nut to go to London.â€

â€œYou got a ship for sure?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œI  got  a  guy  who  says  heâ€™s  got  one,  for  sure. 

Iâ€™m  probably  gonna  be  lifting  weight,  but  I  donâ€™t careâ€”heck, I grew up on a dairy farm. Thereâ€™s no ship that could be harder than that.â€

Virgil  thought  he  was  probably  right,  and  wished  for  a moment that he was going with him. 

He dropped the kid at the I-35 intersection east of Moose Lake  and  cut  cross-country  to  the  west,  thinking  about  the lakes he knew, and where he might bag out for the night, and stil  get a good couple of hours on the water before he had to move in the morning. 

The lights of Duluth were fading off the far eastern horizon when his cel  phone rang. He glanced at it, saw that it came from  the  northern  Minnesota  area  code,  thought  Ray,   and then  Rayâ€™s gonna tell me something . . . 

He  flipped  open  the  phone  and  a  man  on  the  other  end said, â€œVirgil Flowers? This is Rudy Bunch. The Red Lake cop?â€

The  young  one.  Virgil  said,  â€œHey.  Howâ€™s  it going?â€

â€œNot  so  good,  man.  Weâ€™re  in  deep  shit  up  here. 

Weâ€™ve got a dead cop and Rayâ€™s gone.â€

Virgil  peered  into  the  dark;  it  was  something  like  an embolismâ€”part  of  his  brain  shut  down  for  a  minute.  Then: â€œWhat?â€

â€œSomebody shot Olen Grey on the side of the road. He was watching Ray. Rayâ€™s gone,â€  Bunch said. 

â€œRay shot him?â€

â€œWe  donâ€™t  know  what  happened,  but  .  .  .  I  think maybe somebody took Ray. Weâ€™re cal ing both the state and the feds. Where are you at? St. Paul?â€

â€œNo,  no,  Iâ€™m  heading  your  way,  Iâ€™m  over  by Grand  Rapids,â€  Virgil  said.  He  was  stil   befuddled. 

â€œMan, whatâ€™re you tel ing me here? When was this? 

Have you closed down the roads?â€

â€œNo. Weâ€™re pretty sure it happened an hour and a half  ago.  Olen  and  Ray  were  going  to  buy  groceries  and Rayâ€™s  mom  saw  them  leave.  Then  a  guy  named  Tom Broad was driving out and he saw Olenâ€™s car sitting kind of  in  a  ditch,  and  he  thought  that  was  strange,  but  it  was  a cop car, so he didnâ€™t do nothinâ€™. Then he was driving back out to his house and saw the car stil  sitting there, so he stopped and looked and he could see Olen dead in the front seat.  He  cal ed  us,  and  .  .  .  thatâ€™s  what  happened. 

Thereâ€™s  blood  on  the  passenger  side  and  thereâ€™s bul et  holes  in  the  passenger-side  window,  and  shit,  I  think somebody took Ray.â€

â€œGoddamnit.  Listen,  have  you  got  a  veteransâ€™

memorial there?â€

â€œWe got a flagpole with an MIA flag,â€  Bunch said. 

â€œHave  somebody  check  it,  see  if  they  can  find  a body,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œYou  say  youâ€™ve  got  the  state coming in? You mean us? The BCA?â€

â€œYeah, the crime lab,â€  Bunch said. 

â€œOkay, freeze it. . . . Iâ€™l  be there quick as I can.â€

â€œWhat about Ray?â€

â€œI think Rayâ€™s gone,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

CHARLES  WHITING,  the  BCA  agent-in-charge  at  Bemidji, said  heâ€™d  sent  the  crime-scene  crew  and  had  been about to cal  St. Paul looking for Virgil. He said he would cal the  local  cities,  to  have  them  check  and  then  watch  the veteransâ€™ monuments. 

â€œWe  can  do  the  crime  scene,  but  this  is  gonna  be  a federal  case.  The  FBI  has  two  guys  on  the  way  from Duluth,â€ Whiting said. â€œThere might be some question about  why  we  arrested  Bunton  and  then  turned  him  loose, 

and he gets kil ed the next day. . . .â€

â€œIâ€™ve  got  some  questions  about  that  myself,â€

Virgil  said.  â€œI  havenâ€™t  been  to  Red  Lake  for  five years, but unless itâ€™s changed, itâ€™s a mess of roads and tracks, and  how in the hell did the kil er find him? How? 

The  whole  point  of  going  up  there  is  that  nobody  could  find him if he didnâ€™t want to be found.â€

â€œWel â€”I  donâ€™t  know.  You  left  him  at  his motherâ€™s house.â€

â€œYeah,  but,  she  has  a  different  last  name,â€  Virgil said. â€œThey didnâ€™t look him up in the phone book.â€

â€œNo. She doesnâ€™t have a wired phone, anyway, so that wasnâ€™t it. You know, Virgil, I donâ€™t   know how they found him. But I wil  start pushing that question with the Red Lake cops.â€

â€œDo  that,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œBunton  had  to  be  under observation. I thought the deal was everybody could spot an outsider in a minute.â€

â€œIâ€™l  push it. How far out are you?â€

â€œI donâ€™t know exactly, Iâ€™m somewhere out in the dark, on 2, south of Grand Rapids. Coming fast as I can . . 

.â€

â€œYou be careful up there in Red Lake. Olen Grey was a pretty popular guy, and they . . . you know. Theyâ€™re gonna

be  looking  for  somebody  to  blame,â€  Whiting  said. 

â€œWeâ€™ve had some problems, even before your stunt the  other  night.  Some  of  the  drug  task-force  guys  went  up there, undercover, and got their asses kicked out. They were told if they came back, theyâ€™d be arrested.â€

â€œIâ€™l  take care.â€

ANOTHER  TEN  MINUTES,  and  Rudy  Bunch  cal ed: â€œNothing  at  the  flagpole.  Nobodyâ€™s  seen  anything there.â€

â€œOkay.  Chuck  Whiting  is  cal ing  the  other  towns around, tel ing them to keep an eye out,â€  Virgil told him. 

â€œIf we donâ€™t find him, thatâ€™s good, right? There wasnâ€™t too much blood in the car, on the passenger side. 

Ray might not have been hurt that bad.â€

Virgil  thought  about  the  bag  ful   of  Wiggeâ€™s  finger joints.  â€œI  donâ€™t  know,  Rudy.  I  donâ€™t  know.  I  got  a real bad feeling.â€

Â 

Â 

HE  WENT  THROUGH  Grand  Rapids  with  lights  and  siren and never did slow down, heading northwest in the dark, and then  Whiting  cal ed  again.  â€œThey  found  him.  Here  in Bemidji. At the veteransâ€™ monument on Birchmont Drive. 

Got the lemon in the mouth. Shot in the heart and the legs.â€

â€œAny sign that he was interrogated?â€

â€œNo; heâ€™s got some fingernails ripped loose, but it looks like he was fighting. Looks like he got the kil er by the coat.â€

â€œDNA?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œDonâ€™t  know.  Donâ€™t  know  anything  but  what  I told you. Iâ€™m in my car, on the way over there. You know, the other night, when you guys went for the walk?â€

â€œYeah?â€

â€œYou mustâ€™ve walked right past the monument,â€

Whiting  said.  â€œItâ€™s  right  there,  where  you  guys were.â€

VIRGIL WENT and looked at the body, another puddle of light with  cops,  but  there  was  nothing  to  see  other  than Buntonâ€™s distorted face. A local television reporter tried to get him to talk, but he referred everything to Whiting, said good-bye to the agent, and headed on north to Red Lake. As he crossed the line, he cal ed Rudy Bunch on his cel  phone, and  Bunch  said  that  Louis  Jarlait  would  meet  him  in  Red Lake. 

Â 

Â 

JARLAIT  FLAGGED  HIM  down  outside  the  Red  Lake Criminal Justice Center, said, â€œFol ow me,â€ got in his

own truck, and led Virgil through a profound darkness into the woods. Two or three miles out of town, Virgil saw the lights coming up: ten or fifteen cars lined up along the road, cops standing around. 

They parked and climbed out, and Jarlait had a lol ipop in his  mouth  and  asked,  â€œYou  want  a  sucker? 

Chocolate?â€

â€œSure.â€  Jarlait got a Tootsie Pop out of his truck, and Virgil unwrapped it as they walked toward the house. 

Jarlait said, â€œI heard about Ray.â€

Virgil: â€œYeah. . . . Whoâ€™s here?â€

â€œMost of us Red Lake guys. Some of your people here from  Bemidji  we  invited  in.  FBI  is  stil   on  the  way,  they probably wonâ€™t get here til  morning.â€

â€œAnybody have any ideas about who did this? Strange cars, strange guysâ€”how in the hel  could he come in here and just do this?â€

â€œWhite  van,â€  Jarlait  said.  â€œIt  might  have  been  a guy  in  a  white  Chevy  van.  We  got  people  coming  through here al  the time, but there was a white van going kind of slow around, and one of our guys, Cliff Bear, passed it, and he, uh

. . .â€

Jarlait paused, and Virgil said, â€œWhat?â€

â€œWel ,  he  said  the  guy  was  an  Indian  man,â€  Jarlait

said. â€œSo he didnâ€™t pay much attention.â€

â€œHe didnâ€™t recognize him? Or the van?â€

Jarlait  shook  his  head.  â€œNo.  Hereâ€™s  the thingâ€”Cliff thought he was an Indian man, but not one of us. 

He thought he looked like an Apache.â€

â€œAn Apache.â€

â€œYeah.  You  know,  those  skinny  string  bean  little assholes,â€ Jarlait said. â€œBIA has a lot of Apache cops for some reason. They get sent up here sometimes.â€

A  half-dozen  Red  Lake  cops  were  looking  down  at  them as they walked up the road, working on the suckers, and one of the cops, Rudy Bunch, broke away from the group. Virgil noticed a man sitting on the side of the road, weeping. Jarlait walked over to him and squatted down next to him. 

â€œDid you stop and see Ray?â€  Bunch asked. 

â€œYeah. Shot in the legs and head. Probably kil ed here, transported  down  there,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œWhatâ€™s  the situation with your guy?â€

â€œShot in the head. Cold. Looks like he was sitting right at the wheel. Looks like a .22.â€

â€œThat fits,â€ Virgil said. â€œAny reason that heâ€™d be here?â€

Bunch  pointed  back  up  the  road.  â€œWel ,  you  were  at

Rayâ€™s place, Rayâ€™s momâ€™s place, itâ€™s about a  mile  up  that  way.  She  says  Ray  and  Olen  was  going  into town. Looks like they got this far. . . .â€

Virgil  scratched  his  head,  looking  up  and  down  the  road. 

â€œSo  .  .  .  whatâ€™d  he  do?  Flag  them  down?  Fake  an accident?â€

â€œOlen  never  cal ed  in,  so  thatâ€™s  not  it,â€  Bunch said. â€œIf heâ€™d seen an accident, he would have cal ed. 

I  donâ€™t  know  why  he  stopped,  but  he  did,  and  here  he is.â€

â€œWould he have cal ed for something like a flat tire?â€

Virgil asked. 

â€œAh,  probably  not.  He  didnâ€™t  .  .  .  but  who knows?â€

Virgil  looked  up  and  down  the  road,  shook  his  head.  He didnâ€™t  know  why  Olen  Grey  had  stopped,  but  he suspected that whatever happened, neither Grey nor Bunton had  taken  the  situation  as  seriously  as  Virgil  had.  Maybe, Virgil thought, he hadnâ€™t pounded it home hard enough. 

Ray  had  been  frightened  but  had  seemed  to  think  once  he got  across  the  line  into  Red  Lake,  heâ€™d  be  safe.  As though that, alone, would be enough. 

Then heâ€™d gone to his motherâ€™s house. . . . 

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL WALKED OVER, looked in the car. A white guy was working  with  gloves  and  a  UV  light  on  the  far  side;  on  the street side, Grey sat slumped in his seat, his safety belt stil looped around his chest. He turned back to Bunch: â€œIf an Indian man did the shootingâ€”Louis told me somebody saw a  guy  who  might  be  the  shooterâ€”thatâ€™d  mean,  what? 

That itâ€™s somebody with connections up here?â€

Bunch  shrugged.  â€œThat  was  Cliff  Bear  who  saw himâ€”but  he  didnâ€™t  recognize  him,  and  he  would  have recognized him if the guy was from up here. He could be from the Cities. . . .â€

â€œThere are some drug connections between here and some Indian people down in the Cities, the way I understand it,â€  Virgil said. â€œWas Ray tied into that?â€

â€œNot as far as I know. Ray used to do a little reefer, but you  knowâ€”nothing  serious,â€  Bunch  said.  â€œHe wasnâ€™t dealing or anything. Not up here, anyway.â€

â€œIt  seems  like  Ray  had  to  be  fingered  somehow,â€

Virgil said. â€œHow would a guy who doesnâ€™t know this place find his way back to Rayâ€™s momâ€™s house, then shoot a cop who never even took his pistol out?â€

Another Indian cop had edged over to listen, and now he chipped 

in: 

â€œYouâ€™re 

thinking 

what 

Iâ€™m

thinking?â€

â€œWhat are you thinking?â€  asked Virgil. 

â€œThat Olen recognized the guy who flagged him down? 

Didnâ€™t  think  it  was  a  big  deal  because  it  was  another Indian guy?â€

Virgil  nodded  at  him.  â€œActual y,  I  wasnâ€™t  thinking that, but itâ€™s a good thought.â€

Bunch  said,  â€œWe  got  some  assholes  up  here,  and Iâ€™m  not  saying  there  arenâ€™t  people  up  here  who wouldnâ€™t  shoot  a  man,  because  there  are.  So  if  Ray turned up dead, and you say, okay, Red Lake did it, Iâ€™d think  about  it.  Itâ€™s  possible.  But  this  lemon  deal?  What about  al   these  other  people  kil ed  with  lemons?  You  think Indian people did al  of them?â€

Virgil  said,  â€œNo.  I  donâ€™t.  What  Iâ€™m  thinking  is, they were kil ed by somebody who had the connections to get a kil ing done up here.â€

The second Indian cop said, â€œHave to be drugs, then. 

Thatâ€™s  the  only  kind  of  organized  crime  weâ€™ve  got. 

Everything else is disorganized.â€

Â 

Â 

THE  GUY  whoâ€™d  been  working  in  the  car  stood  up, walked  around  the  car,  and  asked  Virgil,  â€œYouâ€™re Virgil?â€

â€œYes.â€

â€œRon  Mapes.  Iâ€™m  with  the  Bemidji  office.â€  He was  a  balding,  ginger-haired  man  wearing  surgical  gloves. 

â€œI  just  talked  to  our  guys  in  Bemidji  at  the  veteransâ€™

memorial. They say that Bunton may have slashed him with his fingernails. Got some blood and a little skin.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  terrific.  Get  it  to  the  lab  quick  as  you can.â€

Mapes nodded. â€œOf course. Not much up here, so far, except footprints.â€

â€œYeah?â€

Mapes  led  the  way  back  down  the  road,  pointed  out  two footprints marked with little orange plastic flags. 

â€œCan you tel  anything from them?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œCouple thingsâ€”heâ€™s got a smal  foot. Size eight or  nine,  Iâ€™d  guess,â€  Mapes  said.  â€œThe  shoes  had no  cleats  or  even  ripplesâ€”they  were  flat  leather  bottoms with  low  heels.  Like  loafers.  They  werenâ€™t  boots  of  any kind, or sneakers. More like dress shoes.â€

â€œSo a smal  guy,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œYeah.  The  ground  is  damp  and  he  didnâ€™t  sink  in too deep. Put that with the smal  foot, and Iâ€™d say a smal guy  with  smal   feet.  We  figureâ€”the  officers  here figureâ€”that  he  had  the  Bunton  house  under  surveil ance

somehow, which means that he had to be parked back in the woods  somewhere.  Thereâ€™s  a  boat  landing  road  a hundred yards or so from the Bunton place; itâ€™s possible he was back in there. Weâ€™l  check in the morning when it gets lightâ€”canâ€™t see much with just a flash.â€

â€œWhat do you think youâ€™d find?â€

Mapes  shrugged.  â€œWel ,  Iâ€™m  hoping  for  a matchbook  that  says  â€˜Moonlight  CafÃ©,  St.  Paul, Minnesota,â€™ and inside is written, â€˜Cal  Sonia.â€™â€

â€œThatâ€™d be good,â€  Bunch said. 

Virgil  was  patient.  â€œWhat,â€  he  asked,  â€œdo  you think youâ€™l  find?â€

â€œBest case? More blood. If he was doing surveil ance from  up  close,  he  was  walking  through  heavy  brush  in  the dark. If he scratched himself . . . But thatâ€™d be best case. 

More  likely,  a  little  fabric,  which  we  might  be  able  to  match with  some  of  his  clothing,  if  we  find  him.  If  he  fel ,  maybe  a handprint.  Or  maybe  he  did  drop  somethingâ€”who knows?â€

â€œFind any .22 shel s on the street?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œNope.â€

â€œSo if heâ€™s using a silencerâ€”we think he might be using  a  silencerâ€”he  either  took  the  time  to  pick  up  the ejected  shel s,  or  he  had  some  kind  of  little  catch  basket

rigged on the side, or heâ€™s real y good at hand-capturing them.â€

â€œThat  seems  likely,â€  Mapes  said.  â€œYou  could silence  a  single-shot,  but  this  isnâ€™t  a  single-shot.  These people were shot in a hurry.â€

â€œHeâ€™s a professional,â€  Bunch said. 

â€œThatâ€™s right,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  STAYED  until  four  in  the  morning,  hoping  against hope  that  they  might  find  something.  They  went  back  to Buntonâ€™s place, where his mother sat in a rocker staring at  a  wal ,  and  looked  at  what  Bunton  had  left  behind:  a motorcycle saddlebag with a few shirts and a pair of jeans, but not a single piece of paper. 

At four oâ€™clock, he told Jarlait and Bunch that he was heading back to Bemidji to get some sleep. 

â€œLet me ask you something,â€ Jarlait said. They were off  by  themselves,  leaning  on  Jarlaitâ€™s  truck.  Up  and down  the  street,  people  were  standing  in  their  yards, watching  the  cops  at  Buntonâ€™s  place.  â€œWeâ€™ve been  talking  about  the  white  van  and  the  Indian  man,  and dope.  I  know  goddamn  wel   that  the  dope  people  in Minneapolis  got  shooters.  Or  they  could  get  them  if  they needed them. And when we started talking about dope, you

needed them. And when we started talking about dope, you were thinking about something. Do you know something? Do you  know  where  the  connection  is?  Between  al   the  lemons and Ray? That has to do with the dope people?â€

Virgil  thought  about  Carl  Knox.  Carl  Knox  had  put  money into  dope  dealers,  the  BCAâ€™s  organized-crime  people said,  but  nobody  had  been  able  to  prove  it,  because heâ€™d  never  dealt  dope  himself.  Al   he  did  was  provide financing, and then only at four or five levels above the street. 

His return was smal er, but also safer. 

â€œVirgil?â€

â€œItâ€™s  something  I  gotta  think  about,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œIâ€™ve got a guy . . . I canâ€™t talk about it, real y . . . 

but thereâ€™s a guy in al  of this who was a moneyman for dope dealers. Might stil  be.â€

â€œWe need to know this shit, because thatâ€™s one of our friends sitting back there dead in that cop car,â€ Jarlait said. â€œRay . . . Ray was okay, but this was gonna happen sooner or later, one way or another, with Ray. He was gonna ride his bike into a phone pole, or he was gonna piss off the wrong guy. But Olen . . . Olen didnâ€™t deserve anything like this. He was a good guy.â€

â€œLike I said, I got a guy,â€ Virgil said. â€œI donâ€™t know if heâ€™s involved, but Iâ€™m going after him.â€

â€œLike soon?â€

â€œLike tomorrow morning,â€ Virgil said. â€œYou guys: stay in touch.â€

â€œWe wil . You stay in touch with us, too,â€ Jarlait said. 

â€œIf something happens, and we can get in on it, we want in.â€

16

VIRGIL  FOUND  a  bed  at  the  RootyToot  Resort  on  Candi Lake,  a  place  with  tumbledown  brown-painted  fake  log cabins  and  beds  that  were  too  short,  and  mattresses  that were too thin, and pil ows that were flat and hard and smel ed like  hair  and  Vaseline;  but  that  also  rented  fourteen-foot aluminum  boats  with  9.9-horse  Honda  kickers,  that  came with the cabin and he could take out anytime. 

Virgil  had  stayed  there  twice  before  and  didnâ€™t  mind having  a  beer  or  two  with  the  resortâ€™s  alcoholic  owner, Dave  Root,  though  at  five  oâ€™clock  in  the  morning,  Root was unconscious and Virgil took a key out of a mailbox, left a note on Rootâ€™s door, and checked himself in. 

He lay in bed and thought about God and the people who were  dead  on  this  case,  and  whoâ€™d  died  years  ago  in Vietnam,  if  Ray  Bunton  had  been  tel ing  the  truth,  and wondered  what  al   that  was  about,  and  how  somebody  like the  dumb-ass  preachers  on  TV  could  think  this  could  al   be part of Godâ€™s Plan. 

God didnâ€™t have a plan, Virgil believed. 

God  had  His  limits,  and  one  of  them  was,  He  didnâ€™t always  know  what  would  happen;  or  if  He  did  know,  He didnâ€™t  care;  or  if  He  cared,  He  was  constrained  by  His

own  logic  and  couldnâ€™t  do  anything  about  death  and destruction. Virgil believed that God was actual y a part of a rol ing  wave  front,  hurtling  into  an  unknown  future;  and  that humans,  animals  and,  possibly,  trees  and  chinch  bugs  had souls that would rejoin God at death. 

Which  brought  him  to  Camusâ€™  big  question,  and  he didnâ€™t like to think about Camus, so he went to sleep. 

He woke up at eight, bone-tired, rushed through a shower, got  his  musky  rod  out  of  the  car  and  his  emergency  tackle box and walked down to the boat, pushed it off; heard a man yel ing  at  him,  looked  back  and  saw  Root,  standing  on  the grass shore, barefoot, in black Jockey shorts and a white Tshirt. 

Root shouted, â€œHey, big bal player,â€ and he heaved a perfect, twenty-yard spiral pass and Virgil plucked a bottle of Mil er Genuine Draft out of the air, ice cold. â€œBack in an hour,â€  Virgil  cal ed,  and  he  headed  across  the  lake,  into the  wind,  to  the  far  shoreline,  where  he  set  up  a  drift  and began casting along the edge of a weed bank. 

The water was clear and the sun was on his back and he could see into the water as though it were an aquarium, and it al   smel ed  wonderful,  like  pine  and  algae  and  fish,  and nothing at al  like a blood-soaked car. In forty-five minutes, in three  drifts,  he  caught  two  hammer-handle  northerns,  threw them  back,  and  had  a  fol ow  from  a  decent,  but  not  great, 

musky.  He  was  happy  to  see  the  fish  in  the  water  and  he worked a figure eight, trying to get it to strike, and final y gave up, sat down, and cracked the Mil er. 

The  beer  was  pretty  much  dog  piss,  he  thought  as  he drank it, but not bad on a morning that was cold on the verge of turning hot. He finished the beer and dropped the bottle in the  bottom  of  the  boat.  He  felt  like  a  horseâ€™s  ass  for doing  it,  but  took  out  his  cel   phone  and  checked  for messages. 

Two: Davenport and Carl Knox. 

He  stared  at  the  Knox  cal   for  a  moment,  then  clicked through  to  the  number,  and  sat  there  on  the  bench  seat looking  at  a  woman  and  a  smal   girl  fly-fishing  on  the  far shore, the woman showing the girl how to rol  a cast out over the water, and Knox answered after two rings. 

â€œVirgil Flowers, BCA, returning your cal ,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œFlowersâ€”where are you?â€

â€œBemidji,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œThen you know about Ray,â€  Knox said. 

â€œYeahâ€”how did you know about it?â€

â€œHave  you  looked  at  a  TV  this  morning?â€  Knox asked. 

â€œAl  right. We need to talk,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œYeah.  But  Iâ€™ve  got  myself  ditched  where  this asshole  canâ€™t  find  me,  and  Iâ€™ve  got  my  own security,â€  Knox  said.  â€œIâ€™m  pretty  far  from  Bemidji, but  I  can  get  there.  We  need  to  meet  someplace  .  .  . 

obscure.â€

Virgil scratched his head, looking in toward the RootyToot. 

â€œOkay. Where are you coming from?â€

Hesitation.  Then:  â€œDown  south  of  you  a  couple  of hours.â€

 Liar,   Virgil  thought.  â€œOkay.  Thereâ€™s  a  broken-ass resort northwest of Bemidji on Highway 89 about four miles north of Highway 2. Itâ€™s cal ed the RootyToot.â€

â€œWait, wait, let me look at my atlas . . . page seventy-one . . . okay, I see it, south of Pony Lake.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  it,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œThereâ€™s  a Budweiser  sign  right  on  the  highway.  See  you  when? 

Noon?â€

â€œNoon. Be there right on the nose. I ainâ€™t hanging out.â€

Â 

TWO HOURS and a little more; he could spend more time on the water, and he did, until the sun started cooking his nose. 

He had some suntan lotion in his tackle box, but he didnâ€™t want to get started with that; he needed to go in and shave. 

He  cal ed  Sandy  and  said,  â€œI  want  you  to  do  something for me. You heard that Ray Bunton got kil ed?â€

â€œYes. Itâ€™s everywhere. Al  the TV people are flying up there, wherever you are,â€  she said. 

â€œOkay.  What  I  need  is,  I  need  you  to  do  research  on Ray Bunton, and see if you can spot his motherâ€™s house without  knowing  her  name.  If  thereâ€™s  a  way  to  track Bunton through the res, somehow, and get to that house.â€

â€œI  see  what  youâ€™re  getting  at,â€  she  said. 

â€œIâ€™l  start right now.â€

Â 

Â 

HE  CALLED  Davenport  before  he  started  the  motor,  and Davenport came up and said, â€œWhat happened?â€

â€œYou  probably  know  as  much  as  I  doâ€”or,  if  you donâ€™t,  cal   Chuck  Whiting.  What  you  donâ€™t  know  is, Carl Knox cal ed me and we just negotiated a meet-up north of Bemidji. He says heâ€™s coming up from the south, but heâ€™s  lyingâ€”heâ€™s  coming  down  from  International Fal s.â€

â€œYou gonna bust him?â€

â€œIâ€™ve got nothing to bust him with. He says heâ€™s hiding  out  from  the  shooter.  But  he  wants  to  meet  because heâ€™s got something. Weâ€™re set up to meet at a place

cal ed the RootyToot Resort, whatever the heck that is. I gotta get my atlas out and find it, Iâ€™m heading up there to scout it out.â€

â€œCareful, Virgil. This might be a place that heâ€™s got locked down,â€  Davenport said. 

â€œYou  donâ€™t  think  heâ€™d  pul   anything?  With  a cop?â€  Across  the  lake,  the  woman  with  the  fly  rod  had hooked into a panfish of some kind, probably a bluegil , and handed the rod to the little girl, who played it in. And far down the  lake,  he  could  see  the  white  line  that  meant  a  bigger powerboat was headed his way. 

â€œNo.  Iâ€™ve  talked  to  him  a  couple  times,â€

Davenport said. â€œHeâ€™s an asshole, but, you know . . . 

heâ€™l  talk to you. He knows where things are at.â€

â€œAl  right. Listen, I gotta run. Iâ€™l  cal  you as soon as I hear something,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œStay  in  touch.  Iâ€™l   talk  to  Ruffe  over  at  the  Star Tribune,  let him understand that things are breaking, that we should have something pretty quick. Maybe he could drop in a story that would take some pressure off.â€

In  another  thirty  seconds,  Davenport  would  hear  the powerboat in the background. Virgil said, â€œOkay, Iâ€™m running. Talk to you.â€

Virgil stuck the phone back in his pocket and smiled: what

Davenport  didnâ€™t  know  wouldnâ€™t  hurt  him.  Or  Virgil. 

He  cranked  the  motor  and  headed  into  shore,  the  water smooth as an old black mirror. 

Â 

Â 

WHEN  HE  WAS  cleaned  up,  wearing  a  fresh  but  ancient white Pogues T-shirt, and a black cotton sport coat over his jeans, he went off to the bar to talk with Root, whoâ€™d had a couple eye-openers, getting up a morning shine so that he could  drift  painlessly  through  the  afternoon  before  getting total y crushed in the evening. 

â€œVirgil fuckinâ€™ Flowers, â€ Root said. There were three  other  men  in  the  bar,  two  facing  each  other  across  a table,  the  other  sitting  at  the  bar,  al   three  with  beers.  Root introduced  Virgil:  â€œThis  is  my  friend  Virgil  Flowers,  the famous  outdoor  writer,  who  is  also  a  cop  and  is  up  here investigating that murder in Bemidji, I bet. Is that right?â€

Virgil nodded, and said, â€œGood morning, David. I see the lake is empty of fish, as usual. Give me a Diet Coke.â€

â€œEmpty  of  fish,â€  Root  said.  â€œIf  you  knew  a fuckinâ€™  thing  about  fishing  .  .  .  whoops  .  .  .â€  He grimaced at his own language, and Virgil turned and saw the fisherwoman  and  the  little  girl  walking  past  the  screen windows, and a moment later they came inside. 

The  woman  was  probably  forty,  Virgil  thought,  thin,  smal -

breasted, with a sprinkling of freckles across her nose, and nice brown eyes. She had a fisherwomanâ€™s tanned face and  arms,  with  a  smal   white  scar  on  one  of  her  arms,  and Virgil felt himself slipping over the edge into love. 

She  glanced  at  Virgil  and  smiled  and  then  said  to  Root, â€œWe need a cream soda and an ice cream cone,â€ and Root got a soda from a cooler behind the bar and the little girl fished  an  ice  cream  cone  out  of  a  freezer  by  the  door,  the woman paid, and they took the soda and the cone to a corner table. 

Root  said  to  Virgil,  â€œSo  what  happened  to  this  Indian dude?â€  and the three drinking men bent his way. 

Virgil  shrugged  and  said,  â€œWel â€”I  know  about  what you do. The kil erâ€™s the same guy who kil ed those guys down in the Cities, and the guy in New Ulm. We know that. 

Now itâ€™s just . . . working through it.â€

â€œWhat  are  the  chances  of  getting  him?â€  one  of  the men asked. 

â€œOh,  weâ€™l   get  him,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œThe guyâ€™s  asking  for  it,  and  heâ€™s  gonna  get  it.  The question is, wil  he kil  anybody else before we get him.â€

â€œThat is a question,â€ Root said. â€œThe answer is, I think Iâ€™l  have a beer.â€

Â 

Â 

SO THEY SAT and talked about murder, fishing, hunting, and boats;  and  after  a  bit,  the  woman  finished  her  cream  soda and she and the girl left, the woman raising a hand to Root, saying,  â€œSee  ya,  Dave,â€  and  he  said,  â€œSee  ya, El,â€ and when she was gone, Virgil asked, â€œWho was that?â€

â€œHer  name  is  Loren;  everybody  cal s  her  El,  like  the letter  L.  She and her husband got a place down the lake,â€

Root  said.  â€œHe  works  in  the  Cities  four  days  a  week, comes up here three. Four days, though, sheâ€™s sorta . . . 

untended-to.â€

â€œUntended-to,  my  ass,â€  one  of  the  men  said. 

â€œYou  tend  to  her,  her  old  manâ€™l   blow  you  up, thatâ€™s a fact.â€

â€œYou know him?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œAsshole,â€  the  man  said.  â€œBig  shot  at Pil sbury.â€

â€œHow  does  that  make  him  an  asshole?â€  Dave asked, the beer bottle poised at his lower lip. 

â€œI  dunno.  Heâ€™s  an  asshole  because  heâ€™s married to her and Iâ€™m not,â€ the guy said. â€œIâ€™m sitting  in  a  dogshit  tavern  at  eleven-fourteen  in  the  morning drinking beer.â€

â€œBut thatâ€™s a  good thing,â€  Dave said. 

THEY SAT UNTIL almost noon, adding women to the list of murder, fishing, hunting, and boats, and then Virgil excused himself and wandered off. His cabin was in easy sight of the driveway.  He  thought  about  it  for  a  minute,  then  went  to  his truck,  fished  around  under  the  seat,  got  his  pistol  and  a leather inside-the-waistband holster, and tucked the gun into the smal  of his back. 

Then  he  sat  on  the  top  step  of  the  cabinâ€™s  stoop, where he could be seen from the driveway. The woman and the  girl  were  down  at  the  dock,  messing  around  in  a  boat, and Virgil watched for a couple of minutes, then a Jeep rol ed into  the  parking  lot  and  parked.  The  two  men  who  got  out werenâ€™t  fishermen,  Virgil  thought,  and  he  stood  up,  and as they looked around, he nodded and they walked over. 

â€œVirgil?â€  The  two  looked  like  bookends:  tal ,  dark-haired men with bent noses and an air of competency, both wearing  black  sport  coats  and  khaki  slacks  and  L.L.  Bean hiking shoes and black sunglasses. 

â€œThatâ€™s me. But neither one of you is Carl,â€  Virgil said, remembering the portrait photo at the dealership. 

â€œNo, Carlâ€™s coming in, heâ€™l  be here in a minute or two,â€ the man said. He looked down at the lake, and the half-dozen  boats  tied  to  the  pier,  and  the  woman  and  kid. 

â€œSal, why donâ€™t you go get a few beers.â€

Sal nodded wordlessly and walked down to the bar. 

Virgil said, â€œYouâ€™re security.â€

â€œYeah, sorta.â€

â€œWhereâ€™d you get your nose bent?â€  Virgil asked. 

The  man  grinned,  and  Virgil  suspected  al   of  his  short glittering-white  teeth  had  been  capped  by  a  very  good dentist.  â€œChicago,  actual y.â€  He  looked  down  at  the pier. â€œYou know the chick?â€

â€œI asked about her, they know her in the bar,â€ Virgil said. â€œAnd the owner didnâ€™t know I was coming until this morningâ€”I sorta dropped in.â€

â€œAl  right. Woman with a kid, they make a good recon team, you know?â€ the guy said. â€œYou got a woman with a  kid  on  the  street,  whoâ€™d  think  they  might  be  wired-up?â€

Virgil said, â€œIâ€™l  write that in my notebook.â€

The  man  said,  â€œYou  do  that.â€  Then  he  tapped Virgilâ€™s  chest.  â€œThe  Pogues.  Goddamn  good  band. 

Iâ€™m Irish myself.â€

â€œYou  didnâ€™t  say  what  your  name  was,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œPat. Oâ€™Hoolihan. Pat Oâ€™Hoolihan.â€

â€œYouâ€™re shittinâ€™ me.â€

The man showed his teeth again. â€œYeah. I am.â€

Sal came back with two cold six-packs: â€œFour drunks talking about bait. I thought my ears was gonna fal  off, and I was only there for two minutes.â€

â€œGotta learn to relax,â€ Virgil said. â€œGet in the flow of the conversation.â€

Sal popped his gum. â€œIâ€™d rather be dead.â€

The  man  who  wasnâ€™t  named  Pat  Oâ€™Hoolihan  got on  his  cel   phone,  dialed  a  number,  and  said,  â€œWe good.â€

Â 

Â 

KNOX ARRIVED in a black GMC sport-utility vehicle with an unnecessary  chrome  brush  guard  on  the  front,  and  two  little tiny  chromed  brush  guards  on  the  back  tail ights,  and  Virgil said  to  Sal,  â€œThese  tail ight  brush  guards  look  kinda gay.â€

Sal popped his gum. â€œI hadnâ€™t thought about it, but youâ€™re right.â€

Knox climbed out of the passenger seat, and another bent-nosed guy from the driverâ€™s seat. Knox was a large man, balding, with a fleshy face and a heavy gut, who looked like he  might  deal  in  bul dozers.  He  was  wearing  khaki  cargo pants, a white shirt, a black sport coat, and more L.L. Bean

hiking shoes. 

He  walked  down  to  Virgilâ€™s  place  and  said,  â€œMr. 

Flowers.â€  Not a question. 

Virgil shook hands with him and said, â€œWhy donâ€™t we go inside?â€

Knox looked at the cabin and shook his head. â€œNah. I hate enclosed spaces that I donâ€™t know about. Letâ€™s go find a stump.â€ To the security guys, he said, â€œWhy donâ€™t  you  guys  hang  out?â€  and  to  the  one  who wasnâ€™t  named  Pat,  he  said,  â€œLarry,  come  on  with us.â€

Virgil said, â€œYeah, come on, Larry.â€

Larry said, â€œThatâ€™d be Mr. Larry to you, Virgil. Let me get one of those six-packs.â€

Â 

THE  THREE  OF  THEM  strol ed  down  to  a  picnic  table behind one of the cabins, out of sight of the bar, out of sight of the driveway. The mom and daughter were kneeling on the dock,  peering  into  the  water,  and  Larry  said,  â€œNice ass,â€ and Knox said, â€œCâ€™mon, man, sheâ€™s only eight,â€  and  Virgil  had  to  laugh  despite  himself.  They  al took a beer and settled on the picnic table bench. Larry faced away from them, looking up at the cabins; the other two men were wandering around the driveway. 

â€œSo  whatâ€™s  the  deal?â€  Knox  said.  â€œI understand youâ€™ve been talking to my daughter.â€

â€œThe deal is, somebody is kil ing peopleâ€”and al  the people who are dead went to Vietnam in â€™75 and stole a bunch of bul dozers. The last guy to get kil ed . . .â€

â€œRay.â€

â€œYeah. Ray. Ray told me a story. He said that while you guys were stealing the bul dozers . . .â€

â€œWerenâ€™t stealing them,â€ Knox said. â€œIt was more of a repo.â€

â€œWhatever.  When  youâ€™d  finished  taking  the bul dozers,  there  was  a  nasty  shooting  incident.  Murders,  is what it was. Ray said that Chuck Utecht was talking about a public confession about the kil ings, and somebody needed to shut him up. But by then, Utecht had talked to Sanderson, and Sanderson had talked to Ray, and it was al  getting out of control. The kil ings are professional. So we asked ourselves, â€˜Who  is  stil   alive,  who  might  be  able  to  find  some  bent-nosed kil ers from someplace like Chicago to come in here and clean up his mess?â€™ I guessâ€”wel , hel , we thought of you.â€

They were sitting facing the lake, their legs away from the table,  their  elbows  back  on  it.  When  Virgil  stopped  talking, Knox  said,  â€œYou  hear  that,  Larry?  Youâ€™re  a  bent-nosed kil er from Chicago.â€

nosed kil er from Chicago.â€

â€œI  resent  the  hel   out  of  that  characterization,â€  Larry said. He burped beer. â€œI have many fine qualities.â€

The  repartee,  Virgil  thought,  was  a  cover:  Knox  was thinking  about  it.  Then  he  said,  â€œThis  was  a  real y  long time ago, and I didnâ€™t have anything to do with it.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  what  Ray  saidâ€”he  didnâ€™t  have anything to do with it. He said he was driving a lowboy back and forth, and when he got back the last time, some house was burning down and somebody had gotten shot.â€

More silence. Then: â€œIt wasnâ€™t one. It was four. At least. And that wasnâ€™t al . . . .â€  He shook his head. 

â€œYou want to tel  me?â€  Virgil asked, pushing. 

â€œYeah. I canâ€™t prove it, but I might even be able to point  you  at  the  shooters,â€  Knox  said.  â€œBut  theyâ€™l have  deep  cover.  Deep  cover. And  if  you  go  after  this  guy, you better get him . . . and I got a few more things I want.â€

â€œLike what?â€

â€œI  might  have  some  evidence,â€  he  said.  â€œYou need  to  say  you  took  it  off  Ray.  Somehow  found  it  in Rayâ€™s shit. Not from me.â€

Virgil said, â€œI donâ€™t know if I can do that.â€

â€œThen, heyâ€”maybe I canâ€™t find it. . . . Itâ€™s not because Iâ€™m trying to avoid responsibility,â€ Knox said. 

â€œItâ€™s because I donâ€™t think youâ€™l  get this guy. 

Even  with  the  pictures.  And  if  you  donâ€™t  get  him, thereâ€™s a good chance heâ€™l  take me out. Or my kid, or my ex-wife, because heâ€™s fuckinâ€™ crazy. I know you and  Davenport  think  Iâ€™m  some  kind  of  big  crook,  but honest  to  God,  I  never  had  anybody  kil ed  in  my  life.  I wouldnâ€™t even know who to ask. I sel  bul dozers.â€

Virgil felt the ice going out: Knox  knew.  He went back to the essential point: â€œYou got pictures. . . .â€

â€œYeah. Not with me, but I can get them.â€

â€œSo tel  me the story. . . .â€

Â 

Â 

IN  1975,  with  Vietnam  coming  apart,  old  man  Utecht  found the  bul dozers.  He  cal ed  his  kid,  who  cal ed  Wigge,  and Wigge cal ed Knox. Knox was another ex-GI, whoâ€™d been stationed  in  Germany,  and  had  been  trained  as  a  heavy-equipment  operator.  â€œI  fit  with  their  planâ€”we  al   knew heavy  equipment,  one  way  or  another,  and  we  were  al   ex-military, except Utecht, and Ray was the truck driver.â€

He  flew  to  Vietnam  with  Chuck  Utecht,  and  they  were picked up at the airport by Chester Utecht, who drove them out to the equipment yard. 

â€œSome of the stuff was new, but was already in trouble

because  itâ€™d  been  sitting  there  for  a  couple  years,  and the jungle was eating it up. The fuel lines were al  clogged up and  the  fuel  filters  had  turned  into  rocks,  and  some  of  the rubber  hydraulic  lines  were  eaten  by  squirrels,  or somethingâ€”these  little  red-bel ied  fuckers,  theyâ€™d  eat anything.  Anyway,  there  was  more  stuff  than  you  could believe. . . .â€

The  crew  went  to  work,  restoring  one  machine  at  a  time, getting them moving, and then Ray arrived and began hauling the  bul dozers  away.  â€œWe  had  a  big  truckload  of  spare parts, I donâ€™t know where Chester got them from, but they were al  new. We were sweatinâ€™ like dogs out in the sun, there  was  no  shade  in  the  yard,  it  was  about  a  mil ion degrees out there, bugs as big as my thumbs. We had these whole  pal ets  of  Lone  Star  beer  .  .  .  we  didnâ€™t  have access to safe drinking water, so we were drinking like three or four gal ons of beer a day just to stay hydrated. 

â€œAnyway, there was this big house just down the way . . 

. across this dirt road, and it had a water pump outside, one of  those  old  pump-handle  things,  and  Chester  said  if  we drank it, weâ€™d get dysentery, but it was al  right to rinse off with it, to cool down, and weâ€™d go down there and pump water into a bucket and throw it on each other. It was cool . . . 

but  there  was  this  old  man  there,  heâ€™d  come  out  and scream at us. . . . Screaming in French, didnâ€™t know what the fuck he was talking about.â€

Knox  drifted  away  for  a  couple  of  minutes,  then  said  to Virgil,  â€œYou  know  something,  Flowers?  This  one  time,  I was delivering a used Cat over in Wisconsin, the west side of  Milwaukee.  They  were  building  a  subdivision,  they  were going to beat the band. And I was there, and they had these guys working in a trench, putting down a water line, and the trench fel  on them. Sand and clay. Six or seven guys, but four guys  went  under,  and  we  al   jumped  in  there  and  started tearing up the dirt with our hands . . . and al  four guys died. 

When we got them out, they were like sitting there, with their mouths  ful   of  dirt  and  their  eyes  open,  but  al   covered  with sand, deaderâ€™n shit. I donâ€™t think about that but once a year. And hel , it was an accident, you know. . . . 

â€œThis thing in Vietnam, I donâ€™t go two hours without thinking about it. For more than thirty yearsâ€”â€

Virgil  said,  â€œSomebodyâ€™s  across  the  lake  with  a high-powered  rifle,  and  youâ€™re  gonna  say,  â€˜The assholeâ€™s name isâ€”â€™ and pop! The kil er nails you. 

So could you give me his name? Just in case?â€

Knox  made  a  huh-huh  sound,  which  was  his  kind  of  big-guy chuckle. â€œWarren.â€

â€œRalph Warren?â€

â€œYeah.  I  assumed  you  knew  that,â€  Knox  said. 

â€œHis name, anyway.â€

â€œI never got to anybody before they were dead, except Ray, and he didnâ€™t know who Warren was.â€

Knox laughed again, a short half grunt, half laugh. â€œWel

. . . who else do you know who could import a bunch of bent-nosed, cold-eyed kil ers?â€

â€œBut  one  of  the  cold-eyed  kil ers  got  kil ed,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œYeah? That guy up at that rest stop?â€

â€œYeah. Ex-military, special forces,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œProbably  Wiggeâ€™s  man.  Probably  an  accident. 

Warren  wouldnâ€™t  have  wanted  Wigge  to  see  it  coming, because  Wigge  was  a  hard-ass  himself.  Theyâ€™ve  been tangled up foreverâ€”ever since Vietnam, anyway.â€

â€œSoâ€”what  happened  in  Vietnam?  Warren  did  the kil ing?â€

Knox  nodded.  Theyâ€™d  gotten  as  much  equipment  as they could onto the shipâ€”even though that meant that some perfectly  good  stuff  would  be  left  behindâ€”and  cal ed  it  a day. But when the last truck left, Knox said, and they knew the truck  itself  would  be  lifted  onboard  the  ship,  Warren  and Wigge  produced  a  couple  of  bottles  of  rum  that  theyâ€™d bought  the  day  before  from  some  Cambodian  security guards, and they started mixing up rum and Cokes. 

â€œCuba  libres,  they  cal ed  them  back  then.  Goddamn, 

they  were  good  when  it  was  hot  outside,â€  Knox  said. 

â€œSo  weâ€™re  sitting  around  drinking  and  weâ€™d already  had  two  or  three  gal ons  of  beer,  and  weâ€™re gettinâ€™ pretty fucked up, and Warren says heâ€™s gonna take a bath. Weâ€™re al  laughing at him and giving him shit, and  he  pul s  off  his  shirt  and  walks  down  to  this  house. 

Probably  a  hundred  meters  away.  Pretty  nice  house,  older, palm trees around it. Looked French, and this old guy used to yel  at us in French, so maybe it was. 

â€œAnyway,  there  was  this  chick  down  there,  weâ€™d seen her a couple of times, coming and going on a bicycle, but  .  .  .  mmm  .  .  .  Warren  goes  down  there  carrying  this gunâ€”Chester gave us a couple of M16s, just in caseâ€”and he starts taking off al  his clothes until heâ€™s buck naked, and heâ€™s drunk, and he gets under this water at the pump

.  .  .  and  this  chick  comes  along  on  the  bike  and  she doesnâ€™t  see  him  until  sheâ€™s  already  off  it,  and  she tries  to  run  around  him,  and  he  comes  after  her,  and  grabs her  ass,  and  heâ€™s  drunk  and  sort  of  rubbing  himself  on her and laughing . . . 

â€œSo the old guy comes out, and this time heâ€™s got a rifle, and he points it up in the air and fires off a round and weâ€™re al , like, â€˜Jesus Christ,â€™ and the girl runs into the  house  past  him  and  he  comes  running  down  from  the porch screaming at Warren, and Warren is like picking up his clothes, but the old man keeps coming and he gets too close

and Warren throws his clothes at him and grabs his gun and boom.   Then  he  runs  in  the  house  after  the  chick,  and thereâ€™s  more  shooting,  like  bam,  bam,  bam-bam-bam, and  weâ€™re  al   running  down  there,  but  not  too  fast, because of the shooting, and we only got the one other gun. 

â€œWe  get  there,  and  thereâ€™s  this  dead  guy  in  the yard. And we al  freaked out. We al  stopped, and I remember Chuck  saying,  â€˜Iâ€™m  getting  the  fuck  out  of  here,â€™

and then there was some screaming from the house, and we can  hear  Warren  yel ing,  and  weâ€™re  al   like  going, â€˜What the fuck?â€™

â€œThen thereâ€™s nothing. Weâ€™re yel ing, â€˜Ralph, Ralph,â€™ and he yel s, â€˜Iâ€™m okay,â€™ and we go in there,  look  in  there,  and  thereâ€™s  these  dead  kids  in  the hal way, these two dead little kids, and we can hear this . . . 

this . . .â€

He  stared  away,  across  the  lake,  and  Larry  said, â€œJesus Christ,â€ and Knox went on: â€œI went through that and I went into the next room, and here was Warren, and he  was  fuckinâ€™  this  chick.  He  was  fuckinâ€™  her,  and  I could see she was dead, or she was dying, but he was crazy drunk and he was just fuckinâ€™ her. . . .â€

â€œPictures,â€  Virgil said. 

Knox  nodded.  â€œI  had  this  Instamatic.  Like  this  little Kodak pocket camera. I was wearing fatigue pants, and, shit, 

I had this bad feeling that I could get blamed, that we could al get  blamed,  and  Warren  was  banging  her  like  mad  and Sanderson was yel ing at him and he wouldnâ€™t stop, and Sanderson ran away and I took a shot of Warren banging this chick, and then I took off, but I took a shot of the kids, and the old man, and then I went running out of there. I was thinking if they  tried  to  blame  al   of  us  we  could  use  the  pictures  as evidence against Warren, who did the whole thing.â€

â€œBut nothing ever happened?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œNah. We didnâ€™t real y understand it al  at the time, but that whole country was going crazy. People were stealing everything that wasnâ€™t nailed down, people were trying to get  out,  they  were  stealing  boats  and  robbing  stores  for money,  it  was  crazy.  Chester,  when  he  found  out  about  the kil ing, he freaked out. He said we had to get the fuck out of there and keep our mouths shut. Thatâ€™s what we did. We al  got jammed in that van and we took off for the airport, and we camped out there for four days before I could get out, but some  of  the  guysâ€”Warren,  I  think,  and  maybe Sandersonâ€”went with the boat.â€

â€œRay  said  he  saw  Sanderson  back  at  home  just  a couple months later, so he didnâ€™t go with the boat.â€

â€œWel ,  shit,  they  just  took  them  to  Indonesia,â€  Knox said. â€œThatâ€™s only, like, three or four days away.â€

â€œI  donâ€™t  know  anything  about  that  part  of  the

world,â€  Virgil said. 

They  al   sat  there,  staring  at  the  lake,  then  Virgil  said, â€œIâ€™l   see  what  I  can  do  about  the  photos.  About attributing  them  to  Ray.  But  .  .  .  I  donâ€™t  know.  Iâ€™m gonna have to have them, and if we have to argue about it in court,  Warrenâ€™s  gonna  know  where  theyâ€™re  coming from anyway.â€

Knox  bit  his  lip  and  then  said,  â€œWhat  if  I  tel   the  guys from Chicago to put a bul et in your head and walk away?â€

â€œIâ€™m heavily armed,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œThat  wonâ€™t  work,  then,â€  Knox  said.  He  dipped into  his  jacket  pocket  and  handed  Virgil  an  envelope. 

â€œWhat  I  did  was,  I  scanned  the  negatives  and  then  I printed them out. I real y donâ€™t have the negs with meâ€”if you can get him with these, Iâ€™l  bring the negs around as the final nail in the coffin. But Iâ€™m not giving them up. They might be the only thing between me and Ralph. As long as he doesnâ€™t know where the negs are . . .â€

â€œWhen  Wigge  was  kil ed,  his  fingers  were  cut  off.  He was  tortured,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œIf  Warren  was  his  good buddy, whyâ€™d he do that?â€

Knox said, â€œBecause heâ€™s nuts.â€

â€œBut 

thatâ€™s 

worse 

than 

nutsâ€”itâ€™s

unnecessary. The pro they brought in, he might be wil ing to

kil   some  people,  but  heâ€™s  not  gonna  risk  his  neck  so somebody can get his rocks off slicing a guy up.â€

Knox  rocked  back  and  forth  on  the  bench  for  a  moment, then  said,  â€œAfter  Sanderson  got  kil ed,  I  sent  Warren copies  of  the  pictures.  Didnâ€™t  say  who  had  them,  I  just said, â€˜Back off or the police get the pictures.â€™â€

â€œAh,  man.  Heâ€™s  been  looking  for  the  pictures,â€

Virgil said. 

â€œThatâ€™s  what  I  think.â€  Knox  turned  his  head  to Virgil. â€œIâ€™l  tel  you what, Mr. Pogues-Boy, I donâ€™t think youâ€™re gonna get him. Heâ€™s too wel -connected. 

It  was  al   too  long  ago.  I  donâ€™t  even  know  who  could prosecute it as a crime. The Vietnamese? You think heâ€™d get  a  fair  trial?  I  donâ€™t  think  anybody  would  send  him back there. . . . I mean, I just think . . . I think he got away with it.â€

â€œThen why al  the kil ing?â€

â€œWel â€”they  couldnâ€™t  hang  him  for  it,  but  if  these pictures got out, thatâ€™d be the end of him, businesswise. 

Look  at  those  little  kids  he  gunned  down.  Look  at  him fuckinâ€™  the  dead  woman.  Nobody  would  touch  him. 

Heâ€™d be like Hitler.â€

Virgil made Knox walk through it again, then said, â€œYou think  youâ€™re  okay  where  youâ€™re  at?  For  the duration?â€

duration?â€

â€œCouldnâ€™t find me in a mil ion years,â€  Knox said. 

Â 

WHEN THEY were gone, Virgil cal ed Davenport. 

â€œI got a kil er,â€ he said. â€œMight not be able to get him, because it was al  so far away and long ago, but Iâ€™ve got pictures of the crime in progress.â€

â€œAnybody I know?â€  Davenport asked. 

â€œYeah.â€

Long  moment  of  silence,  and  then  Davenport  said, â€œVirgil, goddamnit ...â€

â€œRalph Warren,â€  Virgil said. 

Longer  moment.  Then:  â€œI  gotta  see  the  pictures.  How fast can you get back?â€

â€œIâ€™m  heading  out  now,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œIâ€™l be back by dinnertime.â€

â€œThen come to dinner at my place. Six oâ€™clock,â€

Davenport said. 

â€œSee you then.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  GOT  his  gear  out  of  the  cabin,  threw  it  in  the  truck, and  went  to  get  a  beer  to  drink  as  he  headed  south.  The

fisherwoman  was  putting  the  little  girl  in  a  new  Mercedes station  wagon,  and  she  nodded  at  Virgil  and  asked, â€œWas that some kind of  meet?â€

â€œWhat?â€

â€œWel ,  they  told  me  in  the  bar  that  youâ€™re  a  state investigator, and a writer, but you were up here on that awful murder, and al  of you guys were wearing black sport coats like  youâ€™re  covering  up  guns,  and  I  could  tel   that  those other guys were hoodlums of some kind.â€ The woman had a  smal   handhold  on  his  heart,  and  it  was  getting  stronger. 

The way she could rol  that fly line out there . . . 

â€œA  meet.  Thatâ€™s  what  it  was,  I  guess,â€  Virgil said. â€œIâ€™d be happy if you kept it under your hat.â€

â€œMmm. Iâ€™l  do that. Virgil Flowers? Is that right?â€

â€œYes, maâ€™am.â€ She had little flecks of gold in her eyes. 

â€œAre you armed right now?â€

â€œYes, maâ€™am,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œHuh. Wel , my name is Loren Conrad.â€

â€œPleased to meet you, maâ€™am.â€

She  walked  around  the  car  and  stopped  before  opening the door. And the little girl, maybe ten, was looking at Virgil out through the glass of the passenger-side window, solemn, 

as if something sad were about to happen. â€œMaybe if you come up again, during the week, we could go fishing.â€
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VIRGIL  THOUGHT  about  the  woman  and  daughter  as  he drove  back.  Had  Mom  been  hitting  on  him,  just  the  lightest, mildest of hits? What was the sadness in the smal  girlâ€™s eyes?  Had  she  seen  other  men  spoken  to  when  Dad wasnâ€™t there? 

The whole thing seemed less like an invitation to romance than  an  invitation  to  a  story  of  some  kind.  Not  journalism,  a short story. Something Jim Harrison might write. 

Virgil had had an interest in short stories when he was in col ege, but journalism seemed more immediate, something with its claws in the real world. The older he got, though, the wider  he  found  the  separation  between  reported  facts,  on one hand, and the truth of the matter on the other hand. Life and facts were so complicated that you never got more than a  piece  of  them.  Short  stories,  though,  and  novels,  maybe, had at least a shot at the truth. 

He was so preoccupied by the idea that he almost ran over a mink that crawled out of a ditch, poised for a dash across the road. He dodged at the last minute, wincing for the crunch as the animal went under the tire, felt nothing, looked in the wing mirror and saw it scurry across the tarmac, unhurt. 

A smal  blessing. 

Â 

THE WORLD was little more than a month past the summer solstice, so the sun was stil  high in the sky when he got off I-94  and  turned  south  on  Cretin Avenue  in  St.  Paul,  past  the golf  course  with  al   the  rich  guys  with  their  short  pants  and stogies,  and  farther  south,  hooked  west  on  Randolph,  then over  to  Davenportâ€™s  house  on  Mississippi  River Boulevard. 

He parked on the street so he wouldnâ€™t block the three cars already in the driveway, and as soon as he stepped out, smel ed the barbecue, heard the people talking in the back. 

He walked around the garage and pushed through the back gate,  and  Weather,  Davenportâ€™s  wife,  spotted  him  and cal ed, â€œVirgil Flowers!â€

Davenport  was  there,  with  a  former  Minneapolis  cop turned bar owner named Sloan, and his wife; and fel ow BCA agent  Del  Capslock  and  his  pregnant  wife;  and  a  spare, bespectacled  woman  named  El e,  who  was  a  nun  and  a childhood  friend  of  Davenportâ€™s;  and  Davenportâ€™s ward,  a  teenager  and  soon-to-be-gorgeous  young  woman named Letty; and Davenportâ€™s toddler, Sam. 

Weather  came  over  and  pinched  his  cheeks  and  said, â€œItâ€™s about time you got here, you hunk.â€

He  gave  her  a  little  squeeze  and  asked,  â€œWhy donâ€™t you run away with me?â€

â€œThen you wouldnâ€™t have a job and Iâ€™d have to support you,â€  Weather said. 

â€œThen heâ€™d be dead and you  wouldnâ€™t have to support him,â€  Davenport said. 

â€œStil ,  couple  good  days  at  a  Motel  6  in  Mankato  .  .  . 

might be worth it,â€  Virgil said to her. 

Davenport  said,  â€œYeah,  it  would  be.  When  youâ€™re right, youâ€™re right.â€

El e,  the  nun,  amused,  said,  â€œYou  guys  are  so  ful   of it.â€

â€œThe  shrink  speaks,â€  Del  said.  El e  was  a psychologist. 

â€œGive  the  poor  boy  a  hamburger,  Lucas,  and  then letâ€™s  hear  his  story,â€  El e  said  to  Davenport.  She patted a chair next to her in the patio set. â€œSit next to me, so I can ask questions.â€

Â 

Â 

DEL  HAD  BEEN  doing  counterculture  intel igence  for  the upcoming  Republican  convention,  and  had  been  out  of  the loop  on  Virgilâ€™s  investigation.  Al   the  others  had  read about the kil ings in the newspapers, but knew nothing else. 

Davenport told him to start at the beginning, with Utecht, and let it al  out. Virgil did, al  the details he could think of, ending

with the conversation with Knox. 

Then they wanted to see the pictures, and Virgil went out to the car to get them, and Davenport looked through them and handed them to Del and Sloan, and El e got up to look, and Letty wanted to see, but Davenport snapped at her, â€œGet your nose out of there.â€

â€œItâ€™s  not  fair,â€  and  she  sat  down  and  put  on  a pout; Weather patted her on the leg. 

â€œIf  thatâ€™s  actual y  Mr.  Warren,  then  he  is  a  very troubled  man,  with  the  kind  of  trouble  you  donâ€™t  cure yourself  of,â€  El e  said.  â€œIf  he  did  this,  I  would  not  be surprised  to  learn  that  he  did  similar  things,  here,  over  the years.â€

â€œReal y,â€ Virgil said. He put the pictures back in the envelope. â€œWhat would we be looking for?â€

â€œIf heâ€™s a smart man . . . maybe dead prostitutes. 

Perhaps dead prostitutes in other cities. Bigger cities that he knows  wel ,  or  that  attract  prostitutes,  or  an  anonymous population  of  women.  Brown  womenâ€”Latinas,  Filipinas, Malaysians,  Vietnamese.  Miami,  Los Angeles,  Las  Vegas, New York, Houston.â€

â€œTortured?â€  Virgil asked. He was thinking of Wigge. 

She  shook  her  head.  â€œNot  as  such.  Not  coldly.  Not calculated. Heâ€™d kil  them in an excess of violence. Beat

them.  Strangle  them.  A  violent  show  of  dominance  and sexuality.â€

Virgil looked at Davenport. â€œMiami, Los Angeles, Las Vegas, New York, Houston.â€

Davenport  shook  his  head.  â€œThereâ€™s  so  much background noise, weâ€™d never sort them out.â€

â€œDNA,â€  Sloan  said.  â€œIf  heâ€™s  raping  them, theyâ€™l   have  DNA  in  a  DNA  bank.  Get  some  DNA  from Warren, send it out there. Hel , circulate it everywhere.â€

Â 

Â 

â€œYOU THINK Knox was real y scared?â€ Del asked. Del knew Knox better than any of them. 

â€œNot scaredâ€”careful,â€  Virgil said. 

Del  nodded.  â€œThat  sounds  like  him.  Whereâ€™d  he get those guys?â€

â€œOne of them told me Chicagoâ€”Chicago came up a couple  of  times  during  the  conversation,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œThere was a woman there, fishing, who told me when I was leaving that they looked like hoodlums. I guess they sorta did.â€

Del  said  to  Davenport,  â€œWhen  we  find  him  again, itâ€™d  be  good  to  get  some  surveil ance  shots  of  these guys.  If  theyâ€™re  heavy-duty,  it  might  tel   us  where

Knoxâ€™s connections go.â€

â€œWe  can  do  that,â€  Davenport  said.  To  Virgil: â€œWhat  kind  of  vibe  did  you  get  from  him?  From  Knox? 

Does he know more than heâ€™s tel ing us?â€

â€œDonâ€™t  think  so,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œThe  guys  he had with him, they were definitely working. They were looking out  for  somebody.  Knox  thinks  Warrenâ€™s  coming  for him.â€

â€œMaybe,â€  said  Sloanâ€™s  wife,  â€œWarrenâ€™s afraid not so much of . . . of . . . what happened back then, but what itâ€™d tel  you guys. That youâ€™d get DNA from him, based on the pictures, and then something  would pop up.â€

Davenport said, â€œHel  of a thought.â€

Sloan said, â€œWarren has been walking along the edge for yearsâ€”heâ€™s got a ful -time lawyer who does nothing but yel  at city inspectors. Some of those places over on the riverfront,  in  Minneapolis,  you  could  punch  your  fist  through the wal s.â€

â€œThatâ€™s a long way from being a kil er, though,â€

Davenport said. 

â€œBut he  is a kil er,â€ Virgil said. â€œWe know that for sure. I got it from Ray, who knew thereâ€™d been kil ing, and I got it specifical y from Knox, and I donâ€™t think Knox was lying. That isnâ€™t Knox in those pictures.â€

ELLE  SAID,â€œVirgil,  Iâ€™m  very  interested  in  the  older Utecht. Chester. Am I wrong to think that heâ€™s actual y the beginning of the sequence of deaths?â€

â€œWel â€”thatâ€™d  be  one  way  to  look  at  it,â€  Virgil said.  He  hadnâ€™t  looked  at  it  that  way.  â€œI  didnâ€™t ask, but I get the impression that he was an old guy who died, you know, a while back. Like a year or so. Nobody ever said it wasnâ€™t a natural death, so I assumed that it was.â€

She  had  cool,  level  eyes.  â€œThe  circumstances  of  his deathâ€”they would be interesting to know.â€

â€œYeah.  Now  that  you  mention  it,  they  would.  Iâ€™l check. Anybody know what time it is in Hong Kong?â€

â€œEarly morning, Iâ€™d guess,â€  Davenport said. 

â€œIâ€™l   try  to  cal   somebody  before  I  go  to  bed,â€

Virgil said. â€œThe embassy maybe? There must be some kind of police liaison in the embassy.â€

El e  said,  â€œI  have  another  .  .  .  interest.  This  man Sinclair.  If  I  understand  you  correctly,  he  would  be  almost exactly as old as the murder victims. And we know he was in Vietnam  at  that  time,  or  around  that  time.  Where  was  he when these murders took place in Vietnam?â€

Virgil  pul ed  on  his  lip,  shook  his  head.  â€œAl   right. 

Thatâ€™s another thing I can check. Iâ€™m friendly with his daughter; maybe I can start with her.â€

Â 

Â 

THEY  WORKED  through  it,  and  Davenport  asked, â€œHowâ€™d  they  get  to  Bunton?  Thereâ€™s  a  mystery for you. An Indian hitter? An Apache?â€

â€œGeronimo returns,â€  Del said. 

So they sat and ate hamburgers and hashed it al  over, and drank  some  beer,  and  Virgil  lay  back  in  a  wooden  recliner, looking at the stars that peeked out from behind the shine of city lights, and Letty came over and perched on the end of the recliner  and  was  very  cute  and  tried  to  wheedle  the  photos from him. He told her that she was too young, and she went steaming off. 

Davenport  had  been  watching  from  the  corner  of  his  eye and gave Virgil the thumbs-up. Virgil stood up and stretched and  said,  â€œThink  Iâ€™l   go  cal   China,â€  which  was something that heâ€™d never done. 

Â 

Â 

BACK AT the motel, he sprawled on the bed and started by cal ing  the  phone  company  to  find  out  how  he  cal ed  Hong Kong, and whom to cal . 

What  he  needed,  it  turned  out,  was  the  American consulate. After some switching around, he was told that the man  he  needed  to  talk  to  had  gone  to  lunch  and  would  be

back in an hour. Virgil asked the woman how hot it was there, because  he  had  the  impression  that  Hong  Kong  was  a  hot place,  and  she  said  that  it  was  eighty-four,  and  Virgil  said that  Minneapolis  had  been  ninety  that  day,  and  the  woman didnâ€™t  have  a  comment  about  that,  so  Virgil  said heâ€™d cal  back in an hour. 

He  gave  it  an  hour  and  a  half,  twelve-thirty  in  Minnesota, then  talked  to  a  man  named  Howard  Hawn,  who  actual y seemed  interested  in  Virgilâ€™s  question,  and  explained that  he  spent  quite  a  bit  of  time  getting  puke-covered American  tourists  out  of  the  drunk  tank.  Hawn  said  that  he had  some  contacts  who  would  know  about  Utechtâ€™s death, and he would find one and get a name back to Virgil. 

â€œBut  it  probably  wonâ€™t  be  until  late  in  the afternoonâ€”itâ€™s  hard  to  get  people  at  this  time  of  day. 

Lot of people take a break.â€

â€œLeave  a  name  and  number  on  my  phone,â€  Virgil said, and Hawn said he would. 

â€œPretty cool in Minneapolis today?â€  Hawn asked. 

â€œNo, it was ninetyâ€”but I was up north yesterday, and it was cool at night, probably forty.â€

â€œGood  sleeping  weather,â€  Hawn  said.  â€œIt  was about eighty-seven here when I came in.â€ After that, there wasnâ€™t much more to say, and Hawn said heâ€™d leave a  name  and  number  when  he  got  them,  or  have  somebody

a  name  and  number  when  he  got  them,  or  have  somebody cal  him directly. 

Virgil  set  his  alarm  clock  for  7  A.M.  and  thought  about Mead Sinclair, talking to two of the victims that night at the vet center, who spent al  that time in Vietnam. Sinclair caused an itch, and had since Virgil first met him. 

And  the  nun,  El e,  who  knew  a  lot  about  crime  and criminals,  had  picked  him  out  of  the  whole  circus  to  ask about  .  .  .  and  sheâ€™d  asked  about  Chester  Utecht,  and now that Virgil thought about it, Sinclair had shown up here in St.  Paul  shortly  after  Chester  Utecht  died  in  Hong  Kong. 

Heâ€™d  apparently  taken  leave  from  the  University  of Wisconsin,  one  of  the  great  universities  in  the  country,  to work part time at Metro State? Now that he thought about it, that seemed passing strange. . . . 

The  thoughts  al   tumbled  over  each  other,  and  he  got nowhere.  He  cooled  out  by  thinking  briefly  about  God,  and considered  praying  that  there  wouldnâ€™t  be  another murder and another middle-of-the-night cal . He decided that praying  wouldnâ€™t  help,  and  went  to  sleep,  and  dreamed of the fisherwoman with strong brown arms and gold-flecked married eyes. 

VIRGIL  WAS  picking  the  dayâ€™s  T-shirt,  undecided between  Interpol  and  Death  Cab  for  Cutie,  when  he remembered  to  check  his  cel   for  messagesâ€”there  were none.  Maybe  Hawn  hadnâ€™t  made  the  connection,  or

maybe  the  Chinese  didnâ€™t  care,  or  maybe  the  request was  bouncing  around  the  hal s  of  bureaucracy  like  a  Ping-Pong bal , to be coughed up after Virgil was retired. Heâ€™d think about cal ing again later in the day. 

He  slipped  into  the  Death  Cab  for  Cutie  shirt,  a  pirated model sold by street people outside shows, checked himself in the mirror, fluffed his hair, and headed out into the day. 

Early and cool. Jenkins and Shrake would be helping with the surveil ance on Warren, but they wouldnâ€™t be around until  10  A.M.  or  so,  and  Del  Capslock  had  suggested  an early  start  with  a  real  estate  consultant  named  Richard Homewood,  who,  Del  said,  would  be  at  his  office  anytime after six in the morning. 

Homewood  worked  out  of  a  business  condo  on  St. 

Paulâ€™s west side, off the Mississippi river flats beside the Lafayette Freeway. Virgil cal ed ahead, mentioned Delâ€™s name,  and  Warrenâ€™s,  and  Homewood,  who  might  have provided  the  voice  for  Mr.  Mole  in  Wind  in  the  Willows, suggested that he stop at a Caribou Coffee for a large dark with plenty of milk, and come on over. 

Virgil  got  the  coffees,  and  found  Homewoodâ€™s  office by  the  street  number:  there  was  no  other  identification.  He rang, and Homewood, who could have  played Mr. Moleâ€”he was  short,  chubby,  bespectacled,  long-haired,  and beardedâ€”answered the door, took the coffee, sipped, said, 

â€œPerfect,â€  and  invited  him  in.  The  office  was  a  paper cave,  with  bound  computer  printouts  stacked  on  floor-to-ceiling  shelves  that  completely  covered  the  wal s  except  for two windows and a gas fireplace. The center of the big room was  taken  up  by  three  metal  desks,  each  with  a  computer and  printer  and  office  chair,  but  there  was  no  sign  that anyone worked there but Homewood. 

Homewood  sipped,  pointed  Virgil  at  an  office  chair, asked,  â€œHowâ€™s  Del?â€  but  didnâ€™t  seem  too interested  when  Virgil  told  him  about  Delâ€™s  wife  being pregnant;  and  then  he  asked,  â€œAre  you  real y  looking  at Ralph Warren?â€

â€œYesâ€”but  not  the  way  you  probably  think,â€  Virgil said. â€œThis is not a corruption investigation.â€

â€œThen what?â€

Virgil  said,  â€œI  canâ€™t  give  you  al   the  details,  but  a group  of  men  went  to  Vietnam  a  long  time  ago,  when  they were stil  young, and this group is now being murdered. The men  whose  bodies  are  being  left  at  the  veteransâ€™

monuments.â€

â€œThe lemon murders. The lemons in the mouth.â€

Virgil frowned. â€œWhereâ€™d you hear that?â€

â€œTelevision,  last  night,  and  this  morning.  The  papers must have it. The lemon murders.â€

â€œDamn it. Weâ€™d held that back,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œWel â€”itâ€™s  on  the  news  now.  So,  Warren, howâ€™s he tied in?â€

â€œHe was one of the guys,â€  Virgil said. 

Homewood  leaned  forward,  hands  on  his  knees,  intent. 

â€œWait a minute. You think Warrenâ€™s a kil er?â€

â€œWe  donâ€™t  think  anything,  other  than  this  kil er  is kil ing  these  guys.  There  are  only  two  left  alive,  and  Iâ€™m going  to  talk  to  Warren.  Del  told  me  you  might  have  some background that I couldnâ€™t get anywhere else.â€

Homewood leaned back, looked around the jumble of the office, and then waved a hand at it. â€œIâ€™m a real estate consultant, Virgil. Nobody knows as much about real estate in the Twin Cities as I do. I know what the values are, what the values should be, what the values  will be. Ralph Warren has made  a  living  by  sel ing  pie  in  the  sky  to  a  dozen  city councils.  Bul shitting  them  into  providing  taxpayer  financing, buying  council  votes  when  he  had  to,  buying  planners  and inspectors,  threatening  people.  Makes  a  hash  out  of  my values:  I  tel   you,  I  can  see  whatâ€™s  going  to  happen.  He sold the city on one deal, twenty years ago, itâ€™s now in its twelfth  refinancing;  the  cityâ€™s  stil   on  the  hook  for  eight mil ion dol ars, sixteen mil ion if you count al  the interest over the years, al  so Ralph Warren could take out a mil. I mean, the  guyâ€”if  youâ€™d  told  me  that  heâ€™s  a  kil er,  Iâ€™d

say,  probably.  â€

â€œWhoâ€™s  he  threatened?  That  you  know  for sure?â€

â€œMe,â€  Homewood  said.  â€œI  testified  for  the Minneapolis  Planning  Board  against  a  ridiculous,  absurd proposal  for  low-income  housingâ€”and  Iâ€™m  in  favor  of low-income  housing,  donâ€™t  misunderstand  me,  but  this was a fraud. A straight-out fraud. We came out of the hearing and Warren was laughing, and he came over to me, joking, and he said, â€˜Donâ€™t fal  off no high bridges,â€™ like it was a joke, but it wasnâ€™t a joke. I kept a gun in my desk drawer for six weeks after that. Every time I heard a sound at night, I jumped.â€

â€œBut he never did anything,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œPeople  donâ€™t  believe  me  when  I  tel   them whatâ€™s  going  to  happen,â€  Homewood  said.  He shrugged. â€œWarren figured that out. If Iâ€™m not going to have  any  effect,  why  worry  about  me?  People  believe  what they  hope  wil   happen,  and  thatâ€™s  what  Warren  peddles to themâ€”hope that something good wil  happen. Something good  does  happen,  but  only  for  Warren.  And  then  the taxpayers  wind  up  holding  the  bag,  just  like  they  have  with Teasdale Commons.â€

â€œSo heâ€™s an asshole,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œMore than that.â€ Homewood shook a finger at him. 

â€œHeâ€™s a criminal and a sociopath. How often do you have  one  of  those,  in  the  same  .  .  .  environment  .  .  .  as  a bunch  of  crazy  awful  murders,  and  he  didnâ€™t  have anything to do with them?â€

â€œThatâ€™s  a  point,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œThatâ€™s  a point.â€

Â 

Â 

JENKINS  AND  SHRAKE  were  throwing  a  Nerf  footbal around the BCA parking lot when Virgil pul ed in, and Virgil took a pass and the three of them threw it around for a few more  minutes.  The  NFL  preseason  was  around  the  corner, and as they headed inside, the three of them agreed that the Vikings were screwed this year. 

Inside,  they  borrowed  Davenportâ€™s  office  again  and Virgil  briefed  them  on  Ralph  Warren.  â€œIâ€™m  going  to get Sandy to research him, but to tel  you the truth, I donâ€™t think weâ€™re going to find anything in research. Weâ€™l find it in some kind of action. Heâ€™l  do something. So we watch  him.  If  nothing  happens  for  a  couple  of  days  .  .  .  we might try a sting.â€

â€œWhat  do  we  have  to  sting  him  with?â€  Jenkins asked. 

â€œIâ€™ve got some photos from Vietnam, of him raping

a  dead  woman.  Or  a  dying  woman,  anyway,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œIf  somebody  were  to  cal   him,  and  offer  them  for  sale, and  if  that  guy  were  an  out-of-town  hoodlum  like  Carl  Knox might hire . . . it might have enough credibility to get him to act.â€

â€œYeah, and if heâ€™s as bad a dude as you think, his action  might  be  to  blow  somebodyâ€™s  head  off,â€

Jenkins said. 

â€œThereâ€™re  ways  around  that.  We  could  work  that out,â€ Virgil said. â€œBut weâ€™d have to work it so that he talked about it.â€

â€œSo  letâ€™s  watch  him  for  a  while,â€  Shrake  said. 

â€œJust the three of us?â€

â€œJust  the  two  of  you,  for  today,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œIâ€™m  running  around  poking  sticks  into  things.  You can  talk  to  Lucas  and  see  if  he  can  give  you  somebody else.â€

â€œWhatâ€™re  you  poking  your  stick  into?â€  Shrake asked. 

â€œIâ€™m going to ask a woman up to Davenportâ€™s cabin  for  the  day  and  Iâ€™m  gonna  try  to  get  her  on  the couch so that . . .â€ He spun and looked at the big map of Minnesota on Davenportâ€™s wal . 

Jenkins  said,  â€œYou  gonna  get  this  chick  on  the  couch

so that . . . what?â€

â€œSo I can betray her,â€ Virgil said. â€œI need to get some  stuff  out  of  her  about  her  father.  Without  her  knowing what Iâ€™m doing. So I can fuck with her old man.â€

They  al   thought  about  that  for  a  while,  then  Shrake  said, â€œWel , shit. Weâ€™re cops.â€
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MAI  WAS  HAPPY  to  hear  from  him:  â€œIâ€™m  standing outside an ice cream parlor on Grand Avenue, thinking about eating a giant bal  of fat and sugar, so my ass wil  blow up to the size of a dirigible.â€

â€œWant to go fishing?â€

â€œSure. Where?â€

â€œMy  boss  has  a  cabin  up  northâ€”two  hours  from here,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œItâ€™s  pretty  far,  but  we  could  be there by early afternoon, go fishing, go for a walk, whatever, and be back here by bedtime.â€

â€œThereâ€™s this restaurant at Grand and Victoria that makes  good  sandwiches  and  desserts,â€  she  said. 

â€œIâ€™l   go  get  some.  You  can  pick  me  up  outsideâ€”if thatâ€™s not too quick for you.â€

â€œFifteen minutes,â€  Virgil said, and he was running. 

Â 

DAVENPORTâ€™S  CABIN  was  twenty  miles  east  of Hayward,  a  bit  more  than  two  and  a  half  hours  from  the Cities,  but  they  ate  lunch  in  Virgilâ€™s  truck  and  never slowed down and made good progress. Mai had never been in a police vehicle before, other than Virgilâ€™s, and wanted

to  know  what  al   the  pieces  were,  and  for  a  while,  when nobody was around on Highway 70, Virgil ran with lights and sirens to give her the feel. Mai was wearing blue jeans and a black cotton blouse, and her physical presence was al  over the truck, her high-pitched girly voice, a tendency to giggle at vulgar jokes, a flowery scent. 

â€œPeach blossom,â€  she told him. 

â€œI  thought  perfumes  were  cal ed  â€˜Sinâ€™  or â€˜Obsession,â€™â€  Virgil said. 

â€œEh, thatâ€™s so inane. Do you wear a scent?â€

He smiled at the word. â€œAftershave sometimes, â€˜Big Iron  Panzer  Diesel.  â€™  It  makes  me  feel  more masculine.â€

They talked growing up in the Midwest, about going to Big Ten  rival  schools  in  Madison  and  Minneapolis.  She confessed  to  never  having  gone  to  a  Wisconsin  footbal   or basketbal  game, though sheâ€™d once gone on a date to a wrestling  match,  Wisconsin  against  the  University  of  Iowa. 

â€œWe  got  crushed,â€  she  said.  â€œI  mean,  they  got crushed. I personal y didnâ€™t wrestle.â€

â€œI bet that disappointed everybody.â€

â€œEspecial y  my  date,â€  she  said,  and  patted  him  on the thigh. 

Virgil  said,  â€œHave  I  told  you  about  my  il ustrious

basebal  career?â€

â€œYou havenâ€™t mentioned it.â€

â€œThe salient fact is, I couldnâ€™t hit a col ege fastbal . I could  hit  the  covers  off  a  high  school  fastbal ,  but  not  a col ege  fastbal . Anyway,  I  played  for  a  couple  of  years  and we  went  down  to  Madison  three  or  four  times  a  season. 

Iâ€™d hang out on the Terrace, eat ice cream, try to pick up women at the Rat ...â€

â€œSuccessful y?â€

â€œWel â€”col ege 

successful y,â€ 

Virgil 

said. 

â€œNever got laid, but we got some to talk to us.â€

She  asked  him  how  he  felt  about  shooting  people. 

Heâ€™d shot two people in his life, and had shot around a couple more. Of the people heâ€™d shot, one man and one woman, heâ€™d kil ed the man and had shot the woman in the  foot.  The  same  woman,  as  she  lay  wounded  on  the sidewalk,  had  been  shot  and  kil ed  seconds  later  by  a second woman. 

â€œDoes  it  make  you  feel  bad?  Shooting  people?â€

She was genuinely curious; the question wasnâ€™t a hidden accusation. 

â€œYes. Of course. People, you know . . . Neither of those people I shot had children, and here they are, at the end of mil ions of years of evolution, ancestors lived through the ice

ages, hunted bison and mammoths, and here it al  ends in a puddle of blood on some street, or out in a weed field. Their whole  line,  whatever  potential  they  may  have  had  in  the centuries ahead of us . . .â€

â€œThat sounds pretty dry and intel ectual.â€

â€œBecause Iâ€™ve thought about it a lot. Intel ectualized it. At  the  time,  I  felt  pretty  bad.  I  find  you  feel  less  bad  the further you get away from itâ€”but I dunno, it could come back on you later.â€

She  said,  â€œItâ€™d  be  a  pretty  big  load,  kil ing people,â€  she said. 

â€œYeah,  wel ,  you  are  what  you  do,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œThatâ€™s my take on it. Iâ€™m official y a kil er. I think about it.â€

He asked why her father, big shot that he was, a leading antiwar  critic,  environmental  activist,  ful   professor  at  the University  of  Wisconsin,  deigned  to  take  a  year  to  teach  at Metro State. 

â€œBurnout. Pressure to perform al  the time,â€  she said. 

â€œAlways  had  to  be  out  front  on  every  issue.  Maybe  just getting  oldâ€”things  didnâ€™t  work  out  the  way  he  thought they  would. Also,  maybe,  he  didnâ€™t  impress  anybody  at Wisconsin  anymore.  His  big  days  are  gone.  He  stil impresses people at Metro State.â€

â€œWhy  didnâ€™t  he  get  one  of  those  fel owships  or foundation  grants  and  go  live  in  New  York  or  Paris  or something? Go for long walks.â€

She shrugged. â€œSome people are teachers and take it seriously. He does. Thatâ€™s what he isâ€”a teacher. So he looked for a job where he could stay in touch with things at Wisconsin.â€

â€œAnd you came with him,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œIâ€™m  trying  to  break  the  Madison  spel â€”Iâ€™ve gotta get out of there. If Iâ€™m going to do anything with my life, Iâ€™ve got to start figuring out what it is. I canâ€™t take dance  lessons  forever.  Iâ€™ve  pretty  much  figured  out  that my  answer  isnâ€™t  to  dance  with  smal   repertory companiesâ€”and  Iâ€™m  not  dedicated  enough  to  make  it with a big New York company. So Iâ€™m trying to figure out what to do.â€

â€œAnd what have you figured out?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œIâ€™m thinking . . . Donâ€™t laugh . . .â€

â€œI wonâ€™t.â€

â€œMedicine,â€  Mai said. 

â€œOooh. That could be tough. But my bossâ€™s wife is a surgeon, and she is real y fascinated by it, real y into it.â€

â€œI could handle the academics,â€  she said confidently. 

â€œItâ€™s just sometimes . . . you think, Iâ€™l  do al  that

work, years in school, and then . . . thatâ€™s it? Thatâ€™s my life?â€

Shrake 

cal ed: 

â€œThese 

guys 

around

Warrenâ€”weâ€™ve  been  watching  them  al   day.  These guys  are  heavy  hitters.  Theyâ€™re  al   wired  up,  theyâ€™re talking to each otherâ€”thereâ€™s a whole net around him. 

And  he  was  down  talking  to  John  Crumb,  whoâ€™s  like some  big  deal  with  the  Republicans,  and  Crumbâ€™s  got his own net, and they al  knew each other. Man, this is tough stuff.  Who  are  al   these  guys?  Iâ€™ve  never  seen  them before.â€

â€œHeâ€™s  piping  them  in  from  someplace,â€  Virgil said.  â€œBorrowing  people,  I  guessâ€”maybe  al   these security guys know each other or something.â€

â€œWe  canâ€™t  stay  too  close  to  him,â€  Shrake  said. 

â€œI donâ€™t know what good weâ€™re gonna be able to do, Virgil. Heâ€™s just got too many guys.â€

Â 

Â 

â€œWHO WAS THAT?â€  Mai asked. 

â€œWeâ€™re  watching  a  guyâ€”a  suspect.  I  real y  .  .  . 

canâ€™t talk to you about it. I mean, I real y canâ€™t.â€

â€œAl   right,â€  she  said.  â€œGives  me  a  little  tingle, mysterious cop stuff.â€

Â 

DAVENPORT  DID  MOST  things  wel ,  Virgil  thought,  and among the things heâ€™d done wel  was his lake cabin. The place  was  built  of  planks  and  cedar  shingles  and  native stone, with a big fireplace and a comfortable living room and efficient kitchen, and two smal  comfortable bedrooms, al  on one level. 

The place was surrounded by a patch of overgrown fescue; off  to  one  side,  a  giant  white  pine  loomed  over  the waterâ€™s  edge;  and  Davenport  had  paid  a  deer-stand builder to build him a treehouse up in the pine, a deck with a few chairs and a roof, al  up above the mosquitoes. A stone walk led to a forty-foot floating dock. A Tuffy fishing boat with a ninety-horse Yamaha outboard sat on a boatlift next to the dock. 

Virgil recovered the guest key from a fake rock next to a stone wal  along the driveway, and they went inside, into the dimly lit living room, and Virgil pul ed the drapes and let the sunlight flood in. 

â€œI  donâ€™t  know  much  about  fishing,â€  Mai  said. 

â€œIâ€™ve  been fishing, but only with a bamboo pole.â€

â€œYouâ€™re  a  jock.  Youâ€™ve  got  reflexes.  Itâ€™l take  you  two  minutes  to  get  a  good  start,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œLucas keeps his stuff in the storeroom.â€

He took out two seven-foot light-action musky rods and a

box  of  baits,  humming  to  himself,  and  sat  her  down  and showed her how to rig them, did it himself, then took it apart and made her do it. They were stil  doing it when his phone rang again. He dug it out, looked at it, said, â€œHuh,â€ and answered. 

The  voice  actual y  sounded  far  away  and  satel ite-fed: â€œThis is Harold Chen with the Hong Kong Police Force. Is this Virgil Flowers?â€

â€œYes, it is. . . . Hang on just one second.â€

Virgil said to Mai, â€œI gotta take this, itâ€™s from China. 

. . . Iâ€™m gonna run outside, sometimes you can drop the cal s inside here.â€

He went back to the phone as he walked toward the door. 

â€œYes,  Mr.  Chen,  thank  you  for  cal ing  me  back.  Iâ€™m looking  for  information  about  Chester  Utecht,  a  man  who died  there  a  year  or  so  ago.  Iâ€™ve  got  the  details  in  my notebookâ€”â€

â€œIâ€™m  quite  familiar  with  Mr.  Utechtâ€™s  case.â€

Chen sounded like heâ€™d just left Oxford. â€œCould I ask why youâ€™re inquiring after him?â€

â€œWeâ€™ve had a series of murders here. . . .â€ Virgil told Chen about the murders in detail, and about the possible tie to Vietnam. 

When  he  was  done,  Chen  said,  â€œWel .  Vietnam.  I

should tel  you that Mr. Utecht was something of a character. 

One of the last of the old-time soldiers of fortune, so his death was  .  .  .  noticed.  He  had  been  suffering  from  a  series  of debilitating  diseases  in  his  final  days.  Both  his  liver  and kidneys  were  failing.  However,  his  death  hadnâ€™t appeared  imminent  when  he  saw  his  internist  a  few  days before  he  died.  The  pathology  suggests  that  he  may  have taken  his  own  life,  or  perhaps  accidental y  overdosed,  on pain pil s and alcohol.â€

â€œAh.  A  suicide,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œNobody  told  me that on this end.â€

â€œThere was no official finding of suicide,â€ Chen said. 

â€œThe cause was recorded as â€˜unknown.â€™ However, the pathologist, who is quite competent, told me privately that Mr. Utecht had some bruises on his arms above his elbows, and  around  his  ankles,  that  would  be  consistent  with restraint.â€

â€œRestraint.â€

â€œYes.  But  restraint  by  who,  or  whatâ€”or  even  if  there was  any  restraintâ€”is  unknown.  We  looked  for  something, but  couldnâ€™t  find  anything  at  al .  The  fact  is,  he  was elderly, alone, sick, probably dying, and running out of money. 

The  easiest  answer  is  suicide  or  accident;  however,  I wasnâ€™t entirely satisfied by that. I looked for anyone who might  have  had  any  animus  toward  him. Anyone  who  could

have carried out such a sophisticated murder, or would have any  reason  to.  I  found  nothing;  and  frankly,  Utecht  was  not important enough to be the object of such a murder. Now you say there was a murder in Vietnam, that he was involved, and that others who were involved are also being kil ed.â€

â€œYes, thatâ€™s what Iâ€™m saying,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œThat may give me a few more questions to ask. But I can also tel  you this: we are quite certain that Mr. Utecht had connections with your CIA in his past. He didnâ€™t work for them, he wasnâ€™t paid, but he had . . . connections, if you see what Iâ€™m saying. He helped them when he could, and they helped him when they wished.â€

â€œYou donâ€™t think the CIA is kil ing these people?â€

â€œI  think  nothing  in  particular,â€  Chen  said.  â€œBut who  real y  knows  what  happened  in  the  last  minutes  before the victory? The whole business of the ship, this sounds like too  complicated  an  operation  for  one  man.  If  it  were  a  CIA operation  that  had  gone  bad,  if,  as  you  say,  you  have photographs of a man raping a dead woman, if babies were kil ed  .  .  .  Wel ,  this  is  an  ugly  thing.  With  the  controversy about  the  CIA,  perhaps  they  wouldnâ€™t  like  to  have  this float  up  from  the  past.  Especial y  if  the  men  were  wil ing  to talk about it.â€

They  let  the  satel ite  idle  for  a  moment,  then  Virgil  said, â€œMr. Chen, if youâ€™re curious, I wil  cal  you and tel  you

how this works out. I would deeply appreciate it if you would ask your questions and let me know the answers. I donâ€™t like the sound of this CIA connection. I donâ€™t like that.â€

â€œYes,  because  what  could  you  do?  Your  hands  would be tied.â€

They  talked  for  a  few  more  minutes,  details  and  phone numbers, then Virgil rang off, and as he walked back to the cabin, he could hear Mai talking. He stepped inside, and she smiled and said, â€œDaddy . . . I wil  be home when I wil  be home. Weâ€™re just going out fishing. I wil  see you when I see you. Good-bye.â€

Â 

Â 

THEY  DROPPED  the  boat  in  the  water  and  headed  out,  a good blue day without wind, the water like green-black Jel -O, not quite stil , but jiggling from the distant passings of smal motorboats.  Virgil  found  a  weed  bed,  and  explained  about musky 

fishing. 

â€œThereâ€™s 

a 

clichÃ© 

about

muskyâ€”that theyâ€™re the fish of ten thousand casts. Hard to  catch.  Which  means,  when  you  go  musky  fishing,  you probably  wonâ€™t  actual y  have  to  deal  with  catching one.â€

He  tied  a  black-and-orange-rubber  Bul   Dawg  lure  onto one  of  the  rods,  flipped  it  out,  retrieved  it,  showed  her  how the  tail  rippled  at  a  certain  speed,  showed  her  how  to  cast

with  her  arms  and  her  back  instead  of  her  wrists,  steadied her  in  the  boat  with  a  hand  on  her  waist  and  back  and occasional y her butt. Twenty or so casts out, the lure was hit by  a  smal   northern  pike,  two  feet  long,  which  hooked  itself and then flipped once out of the water and gave up, and she reeled it in. Virgil wet a hand in the lake, grabbed the fish at the  back  of  its  head,  unhooked  it,  and  dropped  it  back  in, looked up to see her watching in fascination. 

â€œYou  threw  it  back!  Thatâ€™s  the  biggest  fish  I  ever caught!â€  she said. 

â€œShoot  .  .  .  hmm,  I  didnâ€™t  think  youâ€™d  want  it. 

Besides, if you want one, weâ€™l  catch more.â€

â€œWel , I guess I donâ€™t real y want one. I like fish . . . 

but . . .â€

So  they  went  on  around,  and  she  caught  two  more northerns, which were easy, and lost a fish that Virgil thought might have been a smal  musky. 

â€œYou fish for a while; Iâ€™m going to drink a Coke,â€

she said. 

So  he  fished  as  she  sat  in  the  boat,  and  then  she  said, â€œIs that a thunderstorm?â€

He looked off to the southwest, over his shoulder, and saw the  anvil  of  cloud  coming  in.  â€œYeah  .  .  .  gotta  be  thirty miles away. We got time.â€

â€œUntil you reminded me . . . I hadnâ€™t thought about the  Terrace  for  yearsâ€”I  was  never  that  much  for  it.  Too busy.  Now  that  I  look  back,  I  wonder  what  I  was  busy  at.  I should  have  had  some  lazy  friends,  you  know,  just  sit  out there with root-beer floats and watch the sailboats. But what the  heck  did  I  do?â€  She  stared  at  the  water,  and  Virgil flipped the lure into a niche in the weed line, twitched it a few times, and she said, â€œYou know what I did? I worked. But I worked at al  this art stuff. Dancing. Photography. Writing. Al the time. Obsessively. I hardly ever went and sat and laughed with friends.â€

â€œMadison is the best place in the world if you want to hang  out,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œYou  see  these  old  gray-bearded guys on their rusty bikes, theyâ€™ve been hanging out since the sixties. Never quit.â€

â€œYeah, but . . . ah, I donâ€™t know. And the Rat. What a dump; thatâ€™s what I used to say. What a dump. Just too busy . . . busy, busy, busy . . .â€

So they floated and talked and she cast some more, and once  almost  tipped  over  the  side,  and  he  said,  eventual y, â€œIf  you  cast  any  more,  youâ€™re  gonna  be  sore  in  the morning.  Youâ€™re  going  to  feel  like  this  muscleâ€â€”he rubbed his knuckles up and down the big vertical muscle just to the left of her spineâ€”â€œis made out of wood.â€

Sheâ€™d  caught  five  fish  at  that  point.  â€œOne  last

cast.â€

â€œNo point. You never catch anything on the last cast.â€

She  cast,  and  didnâ€™t  catch  anything.  â€œAl   right.  I submit  to  your  greater  knowledge,  although  it  doesnâ€™t make any statistical sense.â€

â€œSure  it  doesâ€”if  you  catch  something,  thatâ€™s never  your  last  cast,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œYou  always  keep going for at least ten minutes. So you never catch anything on the last cast.â€

He  sat  next  to  the  motor,  saw  a  distant  flash  of  lightning, counted the seconds, and then said, â€œSix miles, more or less. Better get off the lake.â€

They got off, cranked the boat out of the water, pul ed the plug,  tied  on  the  canvas  cover,  walked  up  to  the  cabin, washed  their  hands,  got  a  couple  of  beers,  sat  on  the lakeside porch, and watched the storm coming in. 

When the first fat drops of rain hit around them, she said, â€œWe probably ought to go jump in bed.â€

â€œProbably,â€  he said. 

Â 

Â 

SHE SAT on the edge of the bed and let him take her clothes off; he did it from behind her, kneeling on the mattress, with his face buried in the pit of her neck, his hands working the

buttons on her blouse and jeans. 

â€œAh, God, this is where I canâ€™t stand it,â€ he said. 

He popped the hooks on her brassiere. 

She  giggled  with  the  stress.  â€œWhat?  You  canâ€™t stand it?â€

â€œItâ€™s  always  so  wonderful  .  .  .â€  He  popped  her brassiere  loose  and  let  his  hands  slip  up  her  stomach  and cup her breasts. 

â€œIt canâ€™t  always be wonderful,â€  she said. 

â€œNo,  no,  itâ€™s  always  wonderful,â€  he  said. 

â€œItâ€™s just like opening your Christmas presents when youâ€™re eight years old. Ah, jeez . . .â€

Then it was underpants and she was pul ing on Virgilâ€™s jeans,  which  stil   smel ed  a  little  fishy  from  one  of  the northerns theyâ€™d caught, and then they were al  over the place, and somewhere during the proceedings, though Virgil didnâ€™t bother to check the time, she began to make a low ohhhh sound and then Virgil lost track, but not for long. 

WELL,  HE  THOUGHT  as  he  lay  on  his  back,  the  sweat evaporating  from  his  stomach,  heâ€™d  thought  it  would  be pretty good, and it had been. And would be again in about, hmm, seventeen minutes. 

She said, â€œWhy . . .â€ She giggled. â€œThat was so crazyâ€”al  of a sudden, I realized, this afternoon, before we

went  out,  you  said  you  got  a  phone  cal   from  China.  From China? You get cal s from China?â€

â€œNo, itâ€™s this case. Trying to go back in time. There was  a  guy  kil ed  in  Hong  Kong  a  year  or  so  ago,  and thereâ€™s  a  question  of  how  exactly  he  died.  Heâ€™s connected with the guys here. The Chinese are going to look into it, see what they can find out.â€

â€œAl  the Chinese? Thatâ€™s a lot of Chinamen.â€

â€œThe Hong Kong police force.â€

â€œReal y.  Indians,  Chinese,  Hong  Kong,  the  North Woods.â€

â€œYeah . . . I gotta tel  you, when I brought you up here, I was mostly thinking about this . . .â€ He slipped his hand up her  thigh.  â€œBut  I  worry  about  your  father  and  you.  You donâ€™t know anything about this case, do you?â€

She  propped  herself  up  on  one  elbow.  â€œWhy  would  I know anything about it? Why would you ask?â€

â€œBecause your father, you know, he was talking to Ray and  Sanderson,  and  when  I  asked  what  they  were  talking about,  he  didnâ€™t  have  much  to  say.  The  thing  is,  if  this kil er  even  thinks your father was involved, he might go after him.  And  if  youâ€™re  in  the  way  .  .  .  Look,  I  real y,  real y donâ€™t  want  you  to  get  hurt,  and  if  your  fatherâ€™s involved, you could be in the line of fire.â€

â€œOh . . . Virgil. You donâ€™t real y think so? I mean, my father . . .â€  She trailed away. 

â€œWas he in Vietnam in 1975?â€

â€œHeâ€™s  been  there  a  lot.  When  I  was  a  child,  it seemed  like  he  was  gone  al   the  time,  but  that  was  in  the eighties.  As  I  understand  it,  the  Vietnamese  real y  thought they  had  al ies  with  the American  people,  and  that  he  was one of them. So he was there during the war, and right after it, and later, he was there more. . . . He was there a lot. But 1975, I donâ€™t know.â€

â€œIâ€™m amazed he was never busted,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œBusted ...â€

â€œArrested. By the feds . . . you know, â€˜giving aid and comfort.â€™â€

â€œWel ,  when  he  went,  he  went  as  a  journalist,â€  Mai said. â€œSo that gave him some status.â€

â€œStil . You gotta ask him about it,â€ Virgil said. â€œIf thereâ€™s anything, heâ€™s got to talk to me.â€

â€œHow many more kil ings do you thinkâ€”â€

â€œI donâ€™t know. . . . Iâ€™l  tel  you something, but you gotta promise not to tel .â€

â€œAl  right, sure,â€  she said. 

â€œThe last one, the kil er was probably seen, and he was

an  Indian  guy.  Ray  was  an  Indian  guy.  Some  of  these  guys were  living  on  the  edge,  and  thereâ€™s  a  question  of whether there was a dope deal going down somewhere. So . 

. . itâ€™s al  real y confusing.â€

â€œDo you know who the other targets might be?â€

â€œYeah,  I  talked  to  one  the  other  day.  I  canâ€™t  real y tel  you his nameâ€”itâ€™s, like, a legal thing. But heâ€™s out  there  traveling  around.  He  told  me  heâ€™s  safe. 

Heâ€™s got a security guy who travels with him, he says the president  couldnâ€™t  find  him.  But  hel ,  itâ€™s  possible heâ€™s involved somehow.â€

â€œYouâ€™l   figure  it  out.  Dad  says  youâ€™re  a  pretty smart guy,â€  Mai said. 

â€œI donâ€™t feel so smart; I feel like my head is stuffed ful   of  cotton.  Something  is  going  on,  and  I  donâ€™t  know what it is.â€

She squeezed him. â€œFeels like something is going on down here.â€

â€œI  know  what  that  is,â€  he  said.  â€œI  have  that completely under control.â€

â€œRight. Mr. Control.â€ She gave him a yank. â€œHow many women have you slept with, Mr. Control?â€

â€œI have a list on my laptop,â€ Virgil said. â€œIâ€™d hate to say without consulting my list.â€

â€œJust names, or . . . talent, as wel ?â€

â€œEverything.  Names,  photographs,  rÃ©sumÃ©s, criminal records. I give them al  grades, too. For example, a couple of women might cal  me up, and I donâ€™t remember them that wel  in the fog of  all the women, but Iâ€™ve got to make a decision. So I look at my computer records, and one of  them  Iâ€™ve  given  a  B-minus,  and  the  other  a  C-minus. 

So the decision is clear.â€

â€œWhatâ€™d I get?â€

â€œYou got a B-plus,â€ Virgil said. â€œYou could easily move up to an A, if you play your cards right.â€

â€œLying in bed,â€  she said. â€œJoking.â€

â€œAh,  wel   .  .  .â€  He  sat  up,  looked  down  at  her. 

â€œItâ€™s  what  happens  when  you  become  a  cop. 

Something  curdles  your  sense  of  humor.  My  problem  is  not real y that I sleep with so many women. My problem is that I fal  in love with them.â€

She was lying facedown on top of the sheet with her face turned toward him, and he ran his hand down her back and over  the  rise  of  her  butt.  â€œWomen  donâ€™t  understand how beautiful they are. They donâ€™t understand it. They get beauty  al   confused  with  personality,  or  charisma,  or  a  nice smile . . . but they real y donâ€™t see the simple beauty of this  .  .  .â€  and  his  hand  glided  again  over  her  bottom. 

â€œItâ€™s a goddamn tragedy that you canâ€™t see it. But you  canâ€™t;  I  know  you  canâ€™t.  And  itâ€™s  just  so beautiful.â€
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VIRGIL  WAS  moving  early  the  next  morning,  out  at  dawn, heading southwest out of the Twin Cities, stil  feeling the glow of the afternoon and evening with Mai. Heâ€™d spoken with Shrake the evening before, after heâ€™d dropped Mai, and Shrake  said  that  he  and  Jenkins  had  spotted  several  more bodyguards working the streets around Ralph Warrenâ€™s home. 

â€œWe  gave  it  up.  We  were  staying  way  back,  but  they were  stil   going  to  see  us.  We  can  get  on  him  again tomorrow,  but  it  seems  like  heâ€™s  moving  at  night,  if heâ€™s  doing  these  kil ings.  We  need  to  do  something electronic  with  his  truck,  to  fol ow  him,  or  somethingâ€”this ainâ€™t working.â€

Virgil  spoke  to  Davenport,  and  they  agreed  that  Shrake and  Jenkins  would  resume  the  surveil ance  in  the  morning, just  tight  enough  to  keep  track  of  Warrenâ€™s  general location.  â€œWe  ought  to  try  the  sting,  see  what happens,â€  Virgil  told  Davenport.  â€œWe  need  an undercover guy who Warren wouldnâ€™t know, and between him  and  his  pals,  theyâ€™l   know  a  lot  of  cops  around town.â€

â€œIâ€™l   make  some  cal s,â€  Davenport  said. 

â€œIâ€™ve  got  an  ex-cop  in  Missouri  who  could  do  it. 

Heâ€™d be perfect for the job.â€

Â 

Â 

SO VIRGIL got up early, headed back to Mankato, his home base, with ten pounds of dirty clothes. He lived in a compact 1930s brick house on the edge of downtown, on a block with trees and quite a few kids. When he bought it, the house had belonged to an elderly widower whose children were moving him  to  a  nursing  home.  The  old  man  had  been  a  mechanic before he retired, and had restored cars as a hobby. His two-and-half-car  garage  was  nearly  as  big  as  the  house,  and provided good room for both Virgilâ€™s truck and his boat. 

He  left  the  truck  in  the  driveway,  checked  the  place  to make sure everything was okay, stuck the dirty clothes in the washing  machine,  col ected  his  mail,  paid  bil s,  and  walked downtown  and  dropped  them  off  at  a  mailbox.  He  got  an early-morning cup of coffee and a croissant at a coffee shop. 

Eating the croissant as he went, he walked back home, put the  clothes  in  the  dryer,  and  made  a  phone  cal   to  Marilyn Utecht, hoping he wasnâ€™t waking her up; but she was an early riser, and said, â€œCome on ahead.â€ He got in the truck and headed to the town of New Ulm, which had at one time  been  the  least  ethnical y  diverse  town  in  the  United Statesâ€”everybody had been of German ancestry. 

Â 

Â 

UTECHT WAS working in her stil  dew-wet yard when he got there,  digging  dandelions  with  a  paring  knife,  tossing  them into a bucket. 

â€œHowâ€™re you doing?â€  Virgil asked as he crossed the lawn. 

She  said,  â€œOkay,â€  and  stood  up,  and  â€œI  got  a job.â€

â€œGood. Get you out and about,â€  Virgil said. 

She  smiled  and  said,  â€œItâ€™s  not  much  of  a  job  .  .  . 

part  time  at  a  day-care  center.  But  I  always  liked  little  kids, and I donâ€™t real y need a lot of money.â€

â€œDonâ€™t you get diseased?â€

â€œOh,  yeah.  Keeps  your  immune  system  going, thatâ€™s for sure,â€ she said. â€œSo, Virgilâ€”whatâ€™s up?  You  want  a  root  beer  or  anything?  Or  is  it  stil   too early?â€

â€œSure, Iâ€™l  take a root beer.â€

Â 

Â 

THEY  SAT  in  lawn  chairs  in  the  backyard,  a  pool  of uninflected  grass  surrounded  by  a  white  board  fence,  and drank  root  beer,  and  Virgil  said,  â€œYouâ€™ve  been

reading about whatâ€™s going on.â€

She shivered and said, â€œI canâ€™t believe it. I just . . . 

canâ€™t  .  .  .  believe  it.  Are  you  going  to  catch  him? 

Whoeverâ€™s doing it?â€

â€œHope  so.  Heâ€™s  a  psycho,  whoever  he  is,  and  I think  heâ€™s  compel ed  to  do  this,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œWeâ€™ve  got  one  suspect,  who  weâ€™re  watching, and one fel ow who we know is a target, whoâ€™s protected, and sooner or later, something is going to crack open. I hope weâ€™re in a position to move when it does.â€

â€œI should hope,â€ she said. â€œI stil  cry about Chuck, poor  guy.  Iâ€™l   be  standing  by  the  sink,  and  Iâ€™l   start crying.â€

â€œYou were married a long time.â€

â€œYup,â€  she said, and took a sip of root beer. 

â€œWhat  do  you  know  about  Chuckâ€™s  dad, Chester?â€ Virgil asked. â€œWhen he died, did you guys go over?â€

â€œChuck  didâ€”just  to  see  .  .  .  wel ,  there  wasnâ€™t much of an inheritance. Eighteen thousand dol ars, that was about it. He had an annuity, but that was gone the minute he died.  Chester  was  cremated,  and  they  put  his  ashes  in  the ocean, so . . . there wasnâ€™t much left.â€

â€œI  talked  to  a  guy  from  China. A  Hong  Kong  cop.  He

said  that  Chester  might  have  had  some  contact  with  the CIA.â€

Utechtâ€™s  eyebrows  went  up,  and  she  said,  â€œYou know,  I  wouldnâ€™t  doubt  it.  We  used  to  joke  about  him being a spy. We even asked him once, and  he joked about itâ€”but when he was joking about it, his eyes didnâ€™t look funny, if you know what I mean.â€

â€œI do.â€

â€œChester  was  al   over  that  area  when  he  was  young, after  World  War  Twoâ€”Hong  Kong,  North  Vietnam,  South Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia, Thailand. He knew a lot of French people  from  North  Vietnam,â€  Utecht  said.  â€œHe  even spoke French. He stayed here a few times when he was in the  States,  and  once  he  was  joking  about  having  kids  in Thailand,  but  Iâ€™m  not  sure  that  was  completely  a  joke, either. How does al  of this figure in?â€

Virgil told her about the bul dozer heist and she said, â€œI knew  about  that.  Chuck  .  .  .  it  was  the  big  adventure  of  his youth,  but  it  was  in  seven  or  eight  years  before  we  got together, so I didnâ€™t know the details. Do you real y think al   of  thisâ€â€”she  waved  her  hand,  meaning  the kil ingsâ€”â€œcould have anything to do with  that?â€

â€œIâ€™m pretty sure it does,â€ Virgil said. â€œIâ€™m just  not  sure  how.  Have  you  ever  seen  or  heard  the  name Mead Sinclair in any of Chuckâ€™s papers, or did he ever

mention that name?â€

She thought a moment, then said, â€œNo, I donâ€™t think so. Odd name. I can look, if you want. Weâ€™ve stil  got a lot of stuff.â€

â€œWel , if you see anything . . .â€

â€œWho is he?â€

So  he  explained  about  Mead  Sinclair.  She  said,  â€œIf Sinclair was an antiwar activist, and Chester had contact with the  CIA  .  .  .  do  you  think  they  might  have  been  enemies  or something? That this man is running a revenge feud?â€

â€œI donâ€™t know. Honest to God, I keep going around in circles. My problem is, Iâ€™ve got two things in my head. 

One loop involves the guys getting kil ed here, because they did  something  that  one  of  them  is  trying  to  cover  up.  The other  loop  involves  Mead  Sinclair  and  the  CIA  and  people getting  kil ed  in  Hong  Kong,  maybe,  and  God  only  knows what  that  motive  would  be.  If  I  could  put  the  two  loops together,  I  might  have  something.  And  it  seems  like  there should be a fit somewhere.â€

â€œBe careful,â€  she said. â€œDonâ€™t get hurt.â€

Â 

Â 

BACK  IN  Mankato  he  picked  up  his  dry  clothes,  repacked, and headed north to the Cities again. So Chester may have

worked with the CIA, he thought. Which meant that there may have  been  more  to  the  bul dozer  heist  than  was apparentâ€”and  more  to  the  Vietnam  kil ings  than  was apparent. 

Or not. 

Damnit. 

He  got  on  his  cel   phone  and  cal ed  Sandy.  â€œAre  you working today?â€

â€œUh,  Iâ€™ve  got  a  class,  but  I  could  do  a  couple hours.â€

â€œI  need  to  find  out  if  Mead  Sinclair  had  any  direct clashes with the CIA, or has ever said anything about the CIA coming after him, or about CIA kil ers in Vietnam, or any kind of intel igence agencies doing anything to him, or about him, or bringing charges against him . . . anything like that.â€

â€œIâ€™l  cal  you,â€ she said. â€œOr I might be around the office this morning, before lunch.â€

Â 

Â 

â€œI  GOT A  bunch  of  stuff,â€  Davenport  said  when  Virgil checked  in  at  the  BCA  at  ten-thirty.  â€œIâ€™ve  got  a meeting I canâ€™t miss, so I wonâ€™t be around. Andreno just cal ed in, heâ€™s on his way from the airport. Heâ€™l be  here  in  fifteen  minutes  or  so.  Iâ€™l   send  him  down  to

youâ€”I  got  you  John  Blakeâ€™s  office  while  heâ€™s  on vacation.â€

â€œWhatâ€™s  the  guyâ€™s  name?  Your  friend?â€

Virgil asked. 

â€œMicky Andreno. I told him to bring a gold neck chain. 

Also,  I  got  the  Secret  Service  and  the  FBI  asking  about youâ€”they  want  to  know  what  the  status  is,  theyâ€™re getting  a  little  worried  about  the  kil ings,  especial y  after Wigge.  Too  many  important  people  are  going  through  town to have a psycho running loose, so you need to cal  a couple people and give them status reports.â€

â€œPressure starting to build?â€

â€œOf  course.  Iâ€™m  not  unhappy  with  what  youâ€™ve done,  but  these  people  donâ€™t  want  to  know  about processes, they want the problem to go away,â€ Davenport said.  â€œIf  you  donâ€™t  get  something  quick,  they  may want to  help.  As in, use a bunch of their own people.â€

â€œThatâ€™d  slow  things  down  pretty  good,â€  Virgil said. 

Davenport nodded. â€œAbsolutely. Anyway, that means if Warren is a legitimate suspect, then letâ€™s squeeze  now, and  hard.  Get it done.â€

VIRGIL  MADE  cal s  to  the  FBI  and  the  temporary  Secret Service office that had been set up to protect the Republican

National Convention. The agents heâ€™d talked to seemed cool and skeptical, and when he was done, Virgil threw the receiver at the desk set and said, â€œFuck you.â€

Shrake and Jenkins came by: â€œWe gonna do it?â€

â€œYeah.  Our  setup  guy  is  on  the  way  from  the  airport. 

We gotta round up Dan Jackson, I want to get the whole thing on video if we can, and get the guys in tech services to wire up Andreno, if we can pul  this off today....â€

â€œWhereâ€™re we going to do it?â€  Jenkins asked. 

â€œGotta be some place public or Warren wonâ€™t buy it,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œBe best if it was our choice,â€ Jenkins said. â€œWe could set up in advance. With the security guys heâ€™s got, if  they pick location, theyâ€™l  spot us coming in to monitor the place.â€

Shrake:  â€œHow  about  Spiroâ€™s  on  University,  in Minneapolis?  Thatâ€™s  fifteen  minutes  from  Warrenâ€™s place,  and  heâ€™s  had  projects  on  University,  so  heâ€™l probably  know  it.  That  might  ease  his  mind  a  little. And  the neighborhood is cut up, so we can monitor a little easier.â€

â€œAl  right. You guys set that up, Iâ€™l  wait for Andreno. 

Lucas  wants  us  to  push  it,  hard.  Go  for  something  right now.â€

Â 

Â 

SANDY CALLED. â€œWhere are you?â€

â€œJohn Blakeâ€™s office.â€

â€œIâ€™l  be right down.â€

She  had  a  file  in  her  hand  when  she  came  through  the door,  and  she  passed  it  to  him  and  he  popped  it  open: anonymous  stuff  copied  in  a  variety  of  fonts  from  different Web sites. 

â€œSomething  I  find  very  interesting,â€  she  said. 

â€œStarting in the sixties, Sinclair had a lot to say about the CIA. They were assassins, they were counterproductive, they destabilized  progressive  countries,  they  propped  up  right-wing dictatorships, blah-blah-blah. Al  the usual stuff, nothing specific.  Nothing  you  didnâ€™t  read  in  the  newspapers.  It sort of tapered off in the eighties and the nineties. But then . . 

.â€

Big smile. 

â€œWhatâ€™s the big smile?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œSix  years  ago,  a  man  named  Manfred  Lutz  from Georgetown  University  wrote  an  article  for  Atlantic  in  which he  said  that  Mead  Sinclair  basical y  made  his  reputation  in the sixties counterculture by writing two lefty antiwar pieces, very  wel   researched,  very  insightful,  in  Hard  Times  Theory magazine  and  another  in  Cross-Thought  magazine,  which

Lutz says were smal  but influential magazines on the political left.â€

â€œI  think  I  knew  that,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œI  saw  those names somewhere.â€

â€œBut  did  you  know  that  Lutz  claims  that  both  Hard Times 

and  Cross-Thought 

were 

CIA-sponsored

vehicles?â€

Virgil  took  that  in  for  a  few  seconds,  then  he  said,  â€œI didnâ€™t know that. Was he saying that Sinclair was a CIA agent?â€

â€œNo.  Not  exactly.  He  just  lists  Sinclair  as  among  the people  who  benefited  from  publication  in  the  magazines. 

Then,  when  that  started  a  brouhaha,  Sinclair  apparently threatened to sue, and that shut everybody up. Sinclairâ€™s position  is  that  he  didnâ€™t  believe  that  they  were  CIA vehicles, because they published too many progressive and hard-left articles, but even if they were, he didnâ€™t know it at  the  time.  They  were  leading  left-wing  publications  who were wil ing to publish his articles, and to pay him for them, and  thatâ€™s  al   he  knew.  He  even  joked  that  maybe  they were  CIA,  because  they  were  about  the  only  left-wing magazines that actual y paid anyone.â€

â€œWhere can I find Lutz?â€

â€œHe  lives  near  Washington.  I  wrote  his  office  phone

number on the article,â€  she said. 

â€œYouâ€™re  amazing,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œIâ€™l   cal him right now.â€

Â 

Â 

LUTZ  HAD A  dark,  gravel y  voice  with  a  New  York  accent. 

â€œHowâ€™d  you  find  me?â€  he  asked  when  Virgil identified himself. 

â€œOne of our researchers did,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œHow do I know youâ€™re who you say you are?â€

â€œYou  could  look  up  Minnesota  Bureau  of  Criminal Apprehension  online,  cal   the  number,  and  ask  for  Virgil Flowers.â€

â€œHow do I know the CIA hasnâ€™t put up a spoof?â€

â€œWhatâ€™s a spoof?â€

Lutz  thought  about  the  question  for  a  minute,  then  said, â€œAh, hel . I stand by my story, even if you are the CIA. The CIA  sponsored  those  magazines.  Period.  End  of  story. 

Iâ€™m  not  talking  about  a  little  clandestine  supportâ€”I mean,  they  were  CIA  fronts.  They  cranked  out  these  mind-numbing  leftist  proclamations  and  articles,  mind-numbing even for the time. In return, they had entrÃ©e into al  the left-wing intel ectual circles of the time, both here in the U.S. and in Europe.â€

Â 

Â 

AT  THAT  MOMENT,  a  man  stuck  his  head  in  the  door:  he was  chunky,  square-faced,  with  short,  curly  hair  and  a  bald spot at the crown of his head. He had smal  black eyes, fight scars under them, a nose that had been hit a few times. Virgil said  to  Lutz,  â€œHang  on  a  minute,â€  and  asked, â€œMickey?â€

The  man  showed  some  completely  capped  white  teeth. 

â€œYup, Virgil?â€

â€œSit down, I got a guy I gotta talk to.â€

â€œI gotta shit like a shark, man.â€

â€œDown the hal  to the left. . . .â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  WENT  BACK  to  the  phone.  â€œOkay,  where  were we?  Listen,  you  not  only  suggest  that  the  magazines  were CIA fronts, you hint that Mead Sinclair and a couple of other guys were agents. Not dupes, but agents.â€

â€œIâ€™m  stil   of  that  opinion,â€  Lutz  said.  â€œI canâ€™t get it printed, because Sinclair says that it wil  harm his reputation and that heâ€™l  sue. That scares everybody off, because I canâ€™t provide any documentary proof. But thatâ€™s my opinion.â€

â€œSo howâ€™d you get to that opinion?â€

â€œMostly because of the . . . smoothness of his arrival. 

One  day  you  never  heard  of  him,  the  next  day  heâ€™s  al over  the  place,  publishing  articles,  giving  speeches.  And itâ€™s not only that, itâ€™s also the quality of the response. 

Sinclair  would  say  something,  and  somebody  in  the government  would  actual y  respond  to  it,  theyâ€™d  debate him instead of ignoring him. That put him right in the heat of the battleâ€”this terrific-looking blond guy with big ideas, who was  wil ing  to  risk  going  to  North  Vietnam,  to  Hanoi,  in  the middle of the war. 

â€œHe  gets  arrested  at  demonstrations,  but  heâ€™s always pretty quick to get out. Always the terrific PR photos. 

And if you look at it, and youâ€™re cynical enough, you can see that it was certain congressmen and some people in the Johnson  and  Nixon  administrations  who  actual y  made  him into  a  lefty  big  shot.  Because  they  gave  him  attention. And when you look at those people, you can see that every single one seems to have a tie to the intel igence community.â€

Virgil  didnâ€™t  say  anything  for  a  moment,  and  then, final y: â€œInteresting.â€

Lutz  said,  â€œYeah,â€  with  a  skeptical  tone  right  there. 

â€œWhat are you going to do with it?â€

â€œI donâ€™t know,â€ Virgil said. â€œIâ€™m trying to solve some murders that seem to go back to Vietnam.â€

â€œIf you solve them, and they do go back, Iâ€™d like to hear about it. Iâ€™d like to write about it,â€  Lutz said. 

â€œKeep an eye on the news. The whole story is out there right  now,  and  itâ€™s  getting  bigger.  Iâ€™l   give  you  my number.â€

Virgil  gave  him  his  number,  and  Lutz  said,  â€œVirgil Flowers.  Thatâ€™s  an  operatorâ€™s  name  if  I  ever  heard one. Youâ€™re real y CIA, arenâ€™t you? Youâ€™re gonna bug my house and my office and my car . . .â€

â€œWe donâ€™t have to,â€ Virgil said. â€œWe already replaced your fil ings with microphones.â€

Lutz  laughed  and  said,  â€œMaybe  thatâ€™s  why  old ABBA songs keep running through my head.â€

â€œJesus Christ, weâ€™re not that cruel,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

ANDRENO WAS wearing tan slacks and a powder-blue golf shirt,  a  thick  gold  chain  around  his  neck.  He  chewed  gum. 

Virgil looked at him and thought,  Perfect. 

â€œHow  ya  doinâ€™?â€  Andreno  asked,  shaking Virgilâ€™s hand. His hand was stil  dampâ€”from the water faucet in the restroom, Virgil hoped. 

â€œLetâ€™s get the other guys.â€

They gathered in Virgilâ€™s temporary office, Jenkins and Shrake and Andreno, and Virgil showed them the copies of the photographs. 

â€œThatâ€™s pretty crude of old Ralph,â€ Jenkins said. 

He held one of the photos close to his face, studying the rape photo. â€œThatâ€™s him, al  right.â€

Shrake  was  looking  at  the  other  photos,  took  the  rape photo  from  Jenkins.  â€œBut  what  if  he  just  flat  denies itâ€”says he never went to Vietnam, that itâ€™s not him. . . . 

It  could be somebody else.â€

â€œProbably  canâ€™t  get  him  for  Vietnam,â€  Virgil said.  â€œToo  long  ago,  thereâ€™s  only  one  witness  stil alive, and he probably wouldnâ€™t testify anyway. We need to  shake  him  upâ€”Warrenâ€”freak  him  out.  Get  him  to argue. We need to get him to give us something.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  gonna  be  tough,â€ Andreno  said.  â€œIf heâ€™s  smart,  heâ€™l   keep  his  mouth  shut.  Deny,  deny, deny.  Imply  a  deal,  acknowledge  a  deal,  wink  and  nod,  but not put it in words.â€

â€œHeâ€™s a psycho,â€  Virgil said. â€œYou gotta stick a sliver under his fingernails. You got to get him to cook off a couple of wild shots.â€

â€œI can get into my wise-guy mode, give him some shit about  rapinâ€™  dead  women,â€ Andreno  said.  â€œBut  if

this guy is real y smart . . .â€

â€œWhat if he just doesnâ€™t buy it?â€ Shrake asked. 

â€œThis is pretty thin stuff.â€

â€œThe  photos  arenâ€™t  thin,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œKnox sent  him  some  xeroxes  and  didnâ€™t  hear  anything  back. 

So  itâ€™s  him,  and  he  knows  it.  And  maybe  they wouldnâ€™t  work  in  court,  but  if  they  got  out  there,  started making the rounds, heâ€™d be finished, social y, political y. 

You  could  stick  a  fork  in  him.  We  gotta  hope  they  set  him off.â€

â€œI  need  to  take  a  look  at  this  restaurant  ahead  of time,â€  Andreno  said.  â€œIf  heâ€™s  real y  got  top-end security guys, theyâ€™re gonna have some electronic gear. 

Theyâ€™re gonna check me for a wire.â€

â€œWeâ€™re  not  gonna  wire  you,â€  Shrake  said. 

â€œWe  got  something  way  more  cool.  Weâ€™l   show  you downstairs.â€

Andreno  nodded,  snapped  his  Juicy  Fruit,  and  looked  at Virgil. â€œWhatâ€™s my story?â€

Â 

Â 

THE  STORY,  theyâ€™d  decided,  was  that  Andreno  had been hired by Carl Knox to provide security against whoever was  kil ing  the  people  involved  in  the  bul dozer  heist,  who Knox suspected was Warren. But Andreno and Knox had a

Knox suspected was Warren. But Andreno and Knox had a fal ing-out. Knox was at his cabin up north, and Andreno had been  out  in  the  woods  with  mosquitoes  and  black-flies  and ticks  al   day,  and  that  wasnâ€™t  his  scene.  Thereâ€™d been  an  argument,  and  Knox  had  fired  him  and  refused  to pay his fee. 

â€œSo  you  knew  where  the  pictures  were,  which  was inside a fake book, and you took them on the way out. You want  money  for  themâ€”you  were  supposed  to  get  five thousand  bucks  a  week  toward  a  guarantee  of  twenty-five thousand, plus expenses, and thatâ€™s what you want: thirty thousand.  If  he  doesnâ€™t  want  to  buy  the  pictures, youâ€™l  see if anybody else does.â€

â€œYou  have  to  tel   Warren  that  you   know  that  heâ€™s behind  the  kil ings,  you  have  to  make  him  believe  that  you believe,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œYou  have  to  convince  him  that you  donâ€™t  care  about  that,  that  Knox  doesnâ€™t  care, maybe  even  that  Knox  approves,  to  get  rid  of  witnesses. 

Also, you gotta suggest to him that youâ€™l  tel  him where Knoxâ€™s hideout is.â€

Andreno said, â€œWhat about the negatives?â€

â€œYou donâ€™t know anything about the negatives,â€

Virgil said. â€œIf Knox has negatives, then Warrenâ€™s got another  problemâ€”but  who  knows  if  heâ€™s  got  any? 

Warrenâ€™s  gotta  solve  the  Andreno  problem  first.  Get these pictures out of the way.â€

Â 

Â 

DAVENPORT  SHOWED  UP  as  they  were  working  out  the details, had a backslapping reunion with Andreno. 

â€œDonâ€™t  get  my  boy  shot,â€  Davenport  said  to Virgil after Virgil told him how theyâ€™d work the approach. 

â€œYeah, donâ€™t get his boy shot,â€  Andreno said. 

â€œWe  should  be  okayâ€”weâ€™l   have  it  scouted, weâ€™l   be  inside,  itâ€™l   al   be  on  tape,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œWeâ€™l   make  movies  of  everybody  coming  and going.â€

â€œWhat could possibly go wrong?â€  Jenkins asked. 
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THE  â€œWAY  MORE  COOLâ€  surveil ance  device  was  a laptop  computer,  brought  in  by  the  film  guy,  Dan  Jackson. 

The computer had two battery slots, one of which had been replaced by a high-definition digital video recorder with four tiny  cel -phone  cameras,  four  tiny  microphones,  and  a transmitter. 

â€œThe  way  it  works  is,  you  hit  F-10.  The  computer doesnâ€™t  come  up,  but  it  starts  the  recorders  and transmitter. Itâ€™l  pick up every word within ten feet, and it records  wide-angle  photographs  in  al   four  directions,  and transmits,â€  Jackson  said.  â€œYouâ€™re  gonna  want  to sit  away  from  the  kitchen  .  .  .  it  real y  picks  up  plates  and silverware. And  youâ€™re  gonna  want  to  set  the  computer so  one  of  the  lenses  is  looking  across  the  table  at  Warren and one of them is looking at you. They got wireless there, so you  could  have  it  open  and  be  working  on  it,  so  they  know itâ€™s  real y  a  working  computer.  When  he  shows  up,  you get offline, and close the lid, and shove it off to the side.â€

â€œWhyâ€™s that better than a wire?â€  Andreno asked. 

â€œBecause everything is so much bigger, they can jam more shit into it. Get better sound, you get movies, you get a better radio, and a bigger battery,â€ Jackson said. â€œBut

the  main  thing  is,  a  bug-detection  device  wil   pick  up  a computer every time. If they scan you, theyâ€™l  pick up the laptop. And they make an al owance for it. And the computer works,  if  they  want  to  see  it  work.  The  trick  is,  it  real y  is  a bug.â€

Andreno looked skeptical. â€œMaybe I should just take a wrist radio.â€

Andreno  would  give  Warren  color  xerox  copies  of  the photos,  saying  that  the  actual  photos  were  nearby.  â€œHe wonâ€™t  believe  it  if  you  just  hand  over  the  originals,â€

Virgil said. â€œOr, if he does believe it, why would he give them  back  to  you?  Itâ€™s  not  like  youâ€™re  gonna  shoot him right there in the restaurant.â€

Â 

Â 

ANDRENO PRACTICED with the laptop a bit, put in his own e-mail address and figured out how to cal  it up. When they were  satisfied  that  he  knew  what  they  were  doing,  they headed out, across town, to the restaurant, a sandwich-and-pie  place,  and  they  al   got  coffee  and  a  piece  of  pie  and worked out the seating arrangements. 

When they were done, Virgil asked, â€œYou happy?â€

Andreno nodded and said, â€œI am. Itâ€™s almost noon. 

Letâ€™s make the cal .â€

They went out to Virgilâ€™s truck, gave Andreno a clean cel   phone,  which  Shrake  plugged  into  the  microphone attachment  on  the  laptop,  and  Warrenâ€™s  cel -phone number. 

Andreno  sat  in  the  passenger  seat,  hunched  over  the phone,  cleared  his  throat  a  couple  times,  and  dialed.  The phone  cal   lasted  a  minute,  and  they  replayed  it  from  the recorder. 

ANDRENO: â€œRalph Warren. Iâ€™m an ex-employee of a very  old  friend  of  yours,  going  back  to  the  sixties.  I  need  to talk to you.â€

â€œWhat friend? Talk about what?â€ Warren had a high-pitched,  reedy  voice  on  the  phone.  â€œHowâ€™d  you  get this number?â€

â€œWe  need  to  talk  about  al   these  dead  people  with lemons in their mouths. Your old friend figures that you might know  something  about  it,  and  heâ€™s  very  nervous. 

Therefore,  heâ€™s  hiding  out.  The  thing  is,  he  took  some pictures  way  back  then,  in  that  house,  the  one  where  the trouble started. He sent you copies. I had a little problem with your friend, and he canned my ass, so I lifted the pictures and here I am. Al  I want is my fee. Thirty thousand dol ars. Then I go away.â€

â€œI  donâ€™t  know  what  the  fuck  youâ€™re  talking about, pal.â€

â€œOkay.  Wel ,  then,  donâ€™t  show  up,â€  Andreno said. â€œIâ€™m gonna be at Spiroâ€™s Restaurant, which is  three  blocks  west  on  University  from  your  Checkerboard Apartments, at one oâ€™clock. If youâ€™re not there by ten after one, fuck it, I mail the pictures to the television people and  go  on  back  to  Chicago.  See  you  there,  or  not.  I  know what you look like . . . from the pictures. Ohâ€”if you want to know where your pal is, I can tel  you that, too. â€™Bye.â€

â€œWait . . .â€

But Andreno had hung up. 

â€œHe  bit,â€  Shrake  said  from  the  backseat. 

â€œHeâ€™l  be there.â€

Â 

Â 

JACKSON SET UP three hundred yards away with a camera lens as long as his arm. The rest of them stayed on the street, sitting  in  the  backseats  of  plain-vanil a  state  cars,  behind lightly smoked glass, each with a radio. For the first half hour, they  saw  nothing  at  al .  Then  the  radio  burped  and  Jenkins said, â€œLook at this guy. Red Corol a. Heâ€™s five miles an hour too slow and heâ€™s checking everything.â€

â€œCanâ€™t see his face,â€ Shrake said. Virgil was at the end of the line, watched the Corol a as it passed, but was on the wrong side of the street to see the driverâ€™s face. 

He  watched  as  the  car  made  an  unsignaled  right  turn  off

University. Theyâ€™d driven the neighborhood before taking their  parking  spots,  and  there  wasnâ€™t  much  down  that streetâ€”a crappy old industrial street with no residential. 

A  minute  later,  the  Corol a  poked  its  nose  back  onto University and turned toward Virgil. â€œCorol aâ€™s on the way back,â€  he said. â€œHeâ€™s probably our guy.â€

The  car  rol ed  past:  the  driver  was  a  big  guy,  wearing  a steel-gray  suit,  wine-colored  necktie,  and  sunglasses.  He looked  like  one  of  Warrenâ€™s  security  people:  good physical condition and too big for the Corol a. 

â€œGot  another  one,â€  Jenkins  said.  â€œLook  at  the Jeep.â€

Red Jeep Cherokee, a few years old, slowed and turned into the parking lot. The Jeep made a slow tour, parked at the far end, sat for a moment, then slowly came back out. â€œI think  theyâ€™re  taking  down  the  tag  numbers  on  the cars,â€  Jenkins  said.  â€œItâ€™d  be  interesting  to  know whoâ€™s running the numbers for them.â€

â€œLetâ€™s figure that out,â€ Virgil said. â€œLetâ€™s get  the  numbers  on  the  plates  ourselves,  see  who  ran them.â€

The  Jeep  rol ed  out  of  the  parking  lot,  turned  back  into traffic, drove a hundred yards up the street, then did a U-turn and  parked  two  cars  behind  Shrake.  â€œThis  isnâ€™t good,â€  Shrake said. 

â€œMaybe  theyâ€™l   get  out  when  Andreno  shows  or Warren shows,â€  Jenkins said. 

â€œHope so. Makes me nervous to have them right on my back.â€

Â 

THEY  ALL  SAT,  and  waited,  and  got  hot,  and  Andreno showed  up  at  ten  minutes  to  five,  showing  the  Il inois  tags, and turned into the parking lot. Shrake was watching the guys in  the  Jeep,  through  the  windshield  and  rear  window  of  the car behind him, and cal ed, â€œThey made him. They picked him out. As soon as they saw him get out of the car, the driver was on his cel  phone.â€

Andreno  went  inside.  Three  minutes  later,  he  said,  â€œI hope you guys can hear me.â€

Virgil  cal ed  him  on  his  cel   phone  and  said, â€œYouâ€™re loud and clear.â€

Â 

Â 

WARREN  SHOWED  UP  at  one  oâ€™clock  in  a  black Cadil ac  Escalade,  got  out  of  the  passenger  side,  brushed the seat of his pants. Virgil said, â€œThere he is, the guy in the black suit.â€

Warren  was  wearing  wraparound  sunglasses  and  took them off and dropped them in his jacket pocket. One of his

security  people  had  been  driving,  and  he  checked  out  the parking lot, his eyes lingering on Andrenoâ€™s Crown Vic. 

Then  he  nodded  at  Warren  and  they  disappeared  into  the restaurant. 

They heard Andreno say, â€œMr. Warren.â€

Warren: â€œWhatâ€™s your name?â€

â€œRicky.â€

Warren  must  have  sat  down,  Virgil  thought.  Warren  said, â€œCal  in,â€ apparently to his security guy, and then said to  Andreno,  â€œWeâ€™re  checking  in  with  my  security people.â€

A  new  voice  said,  â€œYeah,  weâ€™re  in.  Heâ€™s here.â€

Then Warren said, â€œWhatâ€™s this about pictures?â€

Andreno:  â€œYou  want  my  story,  or  you  just  want  the pictures, or you want the pictures first and the story later?â€

â€œLetâ€™s see the pictures.â€

Â 

Â 

SHRAKE CALLED: â€œThe Jeep guys are moving.â€

The  Jeep  moved  out  into  traffic,  then  turned  into  the restaurant  parking  lot  and  parked.  A  moment  later,  the Corol a rol ed down the street, made a turn, and parked next

to the Jeep. 

Â 

Â 

ANDRENO  WAS  SAYING,  â€œIâ€™ve  got  color  xeroxes. 

The  actual  pictures  are  .  .  .  close.  But  I  want  to  see  some money.â€

â€œThe 

moneyâ€™s 

close,â€ 

Warren 

said. 

â€œLetâ€™s see the pictures.â€

There  was  a  moment  of  silence,  then  Warren  said, â€œThatâ€™s  not  me.  Thatâ€™s  just  not  me.  Sorry  about that,  but  itâ€™s  not  me.  That  might  be  my  head,  but  they Photoshopped it onto somebody elseâ€™s body.â€

â€œWel ,  you  know,  it  sorta  looks  like  you,  asshole,â€

Andreno  said,  putting  a  little  New  Jersey  into  his  voice. 

â€œQuite a bit like you. And thereâ€™s at least one guy stil alive  whoâ€™l   tel   the  cops  it  is  you. Anyway,  if  it  ainâ€™t you, fuck it, Iâ€™l  take my pictures and hit the road.â€

â€œWhereâ€™s  Knox?  I  want  to  talk  to  him,â€  Warren said. 

â€œI  donâ€™t  want  to  talk  to  him,â€  Andreno  said. 

â€œWe had a pretty serious disagreement.â€

â€œAbout what?â€

â€œAbout  I  was  supposed  to  bodyguard  him,  but  when  I get  up  there,  heâ€™s  in  some  fuckinâ€™  cabin  on  this

fuckinâ€™ lake and he wants me out in the woods with the fuckinâ€™  ticks  and  mosquitoes  and  these  little  fuckinâ€™

flies. . . . They were chewing my ass up, and I sez, I gotta get out of there, and he sez, we gotta have you up in the woods, Ricky, and we went around about it, and I went back out in the woods,  but  when  they  went  outâ€”they  went  out  a  couple times a dayâ€”I lifted the photographs and took off. Al  I want is my money.â€

â€œYour deal is with him, not with me,â€  Warren said. 

â€œYeah,  but  youâ€™re  the  guy  I  fuckinâ€™  got,â€

Andreno  said.  â€œYou  can  get  the  money  back  from  him: believe  me,  you  donâ€™t  want  these  things  rol ing  around out there.â€

â€œFive  thousand,â€  Warren  said.  â€œThatâ€™s  al theyâ€™re worth.â€

â€œBul shit. You kil ed those people in Vietnam and Carl said  this  other  guy,  this  first  guy  you  shot  here,  was  feeling guilty and was going to the cops and thatâ€™s why you kil ed him, and then you had to kil  everybody.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  wrong.  Carlâ€™s  kil ing  people,  not  me. 

Carlâ€™s the one who kil ed those people in Vietnam.â€

â€œHorseshit, Iâ€™ve got the pictures,â€  Andreno said. 

â€œFive thousand . . .â€

â€œFive thousand, kiss my ass, that wonâ€™t buy gas to

Vegas.â€

A  third  voice,  the  first  time  the  other  man  had  spoken: â€œShouldna bought that piece-of-shit Crown Vic. What you get, a mile to the gal on?â€

â€œFUCK HIM,â€  Jenkins said. 

Shrake:  â€œHeâ€™s  right.  Canâ€™t  shoot  him  for that.â€

Â 

Â 

ANDRENO: â€œTwenty. I gotta have twenty.â€

â€œWel , fuck you,â€ Warren said. â€œYouâ€™re lucky to get five, and I gotta get back to work. You want the five, or what?â€

â€œYou  gotta  come  up  from  that  or  Iâ€™m  walking,â€

Andreno said. â€œFive is the same as nothing.â€

Â 

Â 

â€œANDRENO IS good at this,â€  Jenkins said. 

Â 

WARREN SAID, â€œLast offer. Ten. You can have it in one minute. You get it when I see the photographs.â€

Long pause. Then Andreno said, â€œGimme the ten.â€

Â 

Â 

WARREN MUSTâ€™VE nodded at the third man. He said to Andreno,  â€œIf  you  know  whatâ€™s  good  for  you,  you wonâ€™t  be  back.  Iâ€™m  providing  ninety  percent  of  the security at the convention, and if I tel  somebody youâ€™re a risk, youâ€™re gonna go away. So I better not see your face again.â€

â€œWhat  the  fuck  convention?  What  convention?â€

Andreno whined. 

â€œThe  Republican  National  Convention.  What,  you donâ€™t know what convention is coming here?â€

â€œWhat the fuck do I give a shit about a bunch of political shit.â€

Â 

AS  THEY  WERE  squabbling,  the  third  man  left  the restaurant, unlocked the back of the Cadil ac, leaned inside, did something. . . . 

â€œGetting  some  money,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œThey  had more than ten thousand.â€

Â 

Â 

WHEN  WARRENâ€™S  security  man  had  the  money,  he walked  quickly  to  the  red  Jeep,  said  something  through  an apparently open window, then hurried back to the restaurant. 

â€œSomething 

happening?â€ 

Shrake 

asked. 

â€œMaybe theyâ€™re gonna try to lift him.â€

Virgil  started  his  truck  and  said,  â€œGet  ready  to move.â€

Â 

Â 

INSIDE THE RESTAURANT, the third manâ€™s voice came up.  â€œTen.  Count  it  if  you  want,  but  keep  it  under  the table.â€

Another  pause.  Andreno:  â€œOkay.  Lot  of  money  for  a picture that isnâ€™t of you.â€

â€œFuck  you,â€  Warren  said.  â€œWhere  are  the pictures?â€

â€œHere . . .â€

The  third  man  said,  â€œHeâ€™s  got  the  money, weâ€™ve got the pictures.â€

Virgil asked, â€œWhatâ€™s that? Whatâ€™d he say?â€

Andreno said, â€œWhatâ€™d you say?â€

The  third  man  said  again,  to  somebody  unseen, â€œHeâ€™s got the money, heâ€™s got the money.â€

Â 

Â 

IN THE PARKING LOT, two guys got out of the Jeep and a

third 

from 

the 

Corol a, 

and 

Virgil 

cal ed, 

â€œSomethingâ€™s  happening,  we  gotta  move,â€  and Shrake cal ed back, â€œHey, that second guy, that second guy  is  Dave  Nelson,  heâ€™s  with  Minneapolis,  heâ€™s  a cop.â€

â€œI know the third guy, heâ€™s with Minneapolis, I know his  face,â€  Jenkins  said,  â€œHel ,  theyâ€™re  cops! 

Theyâ€™re gonna bust Andreno.â€

Virgil said, â€œGod . . . damnit. They were wired. Mother . 

. .â€

Â 

Â 

HE PULLED INTO the parking lot and stopped at the door, but al  three of the men were inside and he hurried to catch up.  He  turned  one  corner  inside,  blowing  past  the  hostess, who  was  looking  after  the  Minneapolis  cops  anyway,  and when  he  turned  the  next  corner  the  three  were  crowded around Andreno and he could see Warrenâ€™s face, sneer playing  across  it,  and  Andreno  was  saying,  â€œWait  a minute, wait a minute . . .â€

Al  the customers in the restaurant were looking, some half standing  for  a  better  view,  and  then  Virgil  turned  the  last corner and one of the cops was tel ing Andreno to get out of the booth and Andreno settled back and said, â€œLook that way.â€

The cop turned his head and saw Virgil coming, and then Shrake  and  Jenkins,  and  Virgil  dropped  open  his  ID  and said, â€œBCA. You just busted our show.â€

The lead Minneapolis cop looked from Virgil to Jenkins to Shrake and said, â€œAh, shit.â€

THEY ALL BOILED into the parking lot, Warren screaming-angry,  ripping  a  wire  from  under  his  shirt.  He  tossed  it  at  a Minneapolis cop and then pointed a trembling finger at Virgil. 

â€œYou  motherfuckers.  Youâ€™re  al   done.  Youâ€™re  al gonna be unemployed in two fuckinâ€™ hours. You donâ€™t know what getting fucked is like until I fuck you. . . .â€ Spit was flying from his mouth, and his face was heart-attack red and the Minneapolis cops were shaking their heads. 

Virgil  got  tired  of  it  and  said  to  Warren,  â€œShut  up. 

Iâ€™m  tired  of  hearing  it.  So  get  us  fired.  Go  do  it.  In  the meantime, Iâ€™l  take the photographs.â€

â€œYouâ€™re not taking any photographs.â€

Warren  put  his  hands  up,  and  Virgil  said,  â€œYou  touch me, Iâ€™l  put you on the ground, and after we pul  your teeth out  of  your  throat,  weâ€™l   charge  you  with  assault.  Now, give me the photographs: theyâ€™re state evidence.â€

The lead Minneapolis cop, whose name was Randy, said, â€œGive  him  the  photographs.  You  gotta  give  him  the photographs.â€

â€œThe 

photographs,â€ 

Warren 

said. 

â€œThe

photographs . . .â€

He  kept  backing  away,  Virgil  a  step  away  from  him,  and Randy  tried  to  get  between  them,  but  then  Warren  had  his back  against  Virgilâ€™s  truck  and  Randy  said,  â€œMr. 

Warren.  Give  him  the  photographs.  This  is  enough  of  a screwup without you going to jail. If you push the man, I can tel  you, youâ€™re going to jail.â€

â€œThe photographs . . .â€ Warren was so angry that his entire  body  shook,  but  he  put  his  hand  in  his  pocket  and pul ed  out  the  envelope  of  photographs  and  gave  them  to Virgil.  Virgil  stepped  back,  checked  them,  put  them  in  his pocket. â€œIf I see those fuckinâ€™ things on TV . . .â€

â€œYou  wonâ€™t  see  them  on  TV  until  theyâ€™re admitted into evidence somewhere, and then you can argue with the judge,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œIf you let those out . . .â€

â€œWhatâ€™re  you  gonna  do?â€  Jenkins  asked. 

â€œFire us some more?â€

â€œKeep laughinâ€™ motherfucker.â€

â€œYou cal  me a motherfucker one more fuckinâ€™ time and  Iâ€™m  gonna  break  your  head  like  a  fuckinâ€™

cantaloupe,â€  Jenkins said. 

Randy:  â€œHey,  hey  .  .  .  Mr.  Warren,  you  better  take

off.â€

â€œWeâ€™l   be  back  in  touch,â€  Virgil  told  Warren. 

â€œWeâ€™re  taking  evidence  from  a  witness  to  the murders  shown  here,  who  says  that  you  committed  them.  If the evidence is found to be credible, we wil  turn the photos over  to  the  responsible  federal  authorities,  and  they  can decide what to do,â€ Virgil said. â€œIn the meantime, stay away from Carl Knox.â€

Warren  erupted  again.  â€œKnox  is  the  one!  Knox  is  the one!  Knox  did  al   this  shit!  He  was  right  there!  Right  there! 

Heâ€™s  the  guy  who  did  al   this  shitâ€”heâ€™s  the  one whoâ€™s  kil ing  everybody,  heâ€™s  the  goddamn  Mafia, you  moron.  Why  do  you  think  Iâ€™ve  got  security  guys  al over the place? Itâ€™s Knox, you dummy!â€

Virgil  said,  â€œWe  want  some  DNA  from  you.  A  blood sample. We have some DNA from the kil er. You want to give us some?â€

â€œFuck you.â€

â€œWeâ€™re  also  considering  charges  of  wil ful obstruction of justice and possibly accessory after the fact to murderâ€”I have notes from our first interview, when you said that you didnâ€™t know the other men who went to Vietnam, and we have photos that say you knew them very wel . Your obstruction may have resulted in the death of Ray Bunton.â€

Warrenâ€™s attitude stepped down. â€œMy obstruction . 

Warrenâ€™s attitude stepped down. â€œMy obstruction . 

.  .  Iâ€™l   give  some  DNA.  Iâ€™l   give  some  blood.  Not  to you, asshole, because youâ€™re gonna get fired. But Iâ€™l give some DNA to whoever fil s your job.â€

â€œIâ€™m  taking  you  at  your  word,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œWeâ€™l  have a guy come around tomorrow.â€

â€œFuck  you.â€  Warren  pul ed  his  shirt  cuffs  down, adjusted  his  tie,  turned  to  his  security  man,  and  said, â€œWeâ€™re outa here.â€

Â 

Â 

WHEN THEY WERE GONE, Randy said, â€œThis ainâ€™t going  down  in  the  annals  of  fine  police  work.  For  any  of us.â€

They al  half laughed, and Virgil said, â€œHe sounded for real. When did he get in touch with your guys?â€

Â 

Â 

THEY FIGURED OUT that heâ€™d cal ed Minneapolis a half hour after Andreno had cal ed Warren. â€œSo they talked it over,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œFor  a  while,â€  Randy  said.  â€œWe  had  to  run  like hel  to set this up. Jesusâ€”we had like twelve minutes.â€

â€œBut  by  cal ing  you  in,  heâ€™s  putting  the  pictures  in the hands of the cops,â€  Virgil said, confused. 

â€œMaybe  he  figured  the  pictures  were  gonna  get  out there.  Maybe  he  figured  he  could  finesse  the  pictures,â€

Shrake  said.  â€œPictures  from  Carl  Knox  are  gonna  be  a little  shaky.  If  Knox  would  even  testify.  And  without  him testifying, the pictures donâ€™t mean jack-shit.â€

â€œHow  about  this?â€  Andreno  said.  â€œMaybe  he thought he could find out where Knox is by squeezing me.â€

â€œMaybe,â€ Virgil said, fists on his hips. â€œAh, man, itâ€™s  al   screwed  up.  I  gotta  have  some  time.  I  gotta think.â€
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VIRGIL  CALLED  Davenport  and  told  him  what  happened. 

Davenport said, â€œYouâ€™re fired.â€

â€œYeah, wel  . . .â€

â€œDo get the DNA. Weâ€™l  run it through every bank in the country,â€ Davenport said. â€œChances are smal , but if heâ€™s real y nuts . . .â€

â€œI donâ€™t care about that. Wait a minuteâ€”I do care about that. What bothers me is, I bought everything that Knox said  about  Warren,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œWarrenâ€™s  an asshole. But you know what? I bought everything Warren said about Knox, too. I donâ€™t think you could fake it.â€

â€œBut  weâ€™ve  established  that  Warrenâ€™s  a kil er,â€ Davenport said. â€œThatâ€™s one fact to keep in mind.â€

â€œIâ€™l   keep  it  in  mind,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œYou  got anything else for me?â€

â€œAs  a  matter  of  fact,  I  do,â€  Davenport  said. 

â€œSome advice.â€

â€œLike what?â€

â€œGo fishing. I know a guy who lives out on the St. Croix, about a mile south of the I-94 bridge. Heâ€™s got a twenty-

foot Lund and he hardly ever uses it. I can borrow the boat for you.â€

Virgil  thought  it  over  for  a  second,  then  said,  â€œNot  a bad idea. Iâ€™ve got al  these snaky ideas in my head. If I could  get  out  on  a  river  for  a  while,  maybe  I  could  shake something loose.â€

â€œIâ€™l  cal  him.â€

â€œWhat about Warren?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œRose  Marie  knows  him,â€  Davenport  said. 

â€œThereâ€™s  a  cocktail  party  this  evening  at  the  Town and  Country  Club,  for  the  Republican  arrangements committee.  Warrenâ€™l   be  there,  because  he  does  the security, 

Rose 

Marieâ€™s 

gonna 

be 

there, 

the

governorâ€™s giving a welcome talk. Weâ€™l  get Warren in a corner and hammer down the rough edges.â€

â€œHeâ€™s pissed,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œWel â€”you get that way when the necrophilia cat gets out  of  the  bag,â€  Davenport  said.  â€œIf  this  goes  public, heâ€™d be in trouble. Can you see the headlines on CNN: â€˜Necrophiliac Runs Republican Securityâ€™?â€

â€œHow would that be a change?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œFunny.  Iâ€™m  laughing  myself  sick,â€  Davenport said. 

Virgil: â€œTel  me this: why did he bring in the cops on the

photos?â€

â€œMaybe  he  thought  he  was  being  set  upâ€”that  Knox was out there with a gun.â€

â€œBut  Knox  .  .  .  never  mind.  I  was  gonna  say,  Knox isnâ€™t  the  kil er,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œ  But  Warren  maybe believes that he is.  I canâ€™t seem to focus on that: and if Warren real y believes that Knox is the kil erâ€”then Warren isnâ€™t.â€

â€œYou need some time on the water,â€  Davenport said. 

â€œWork it out.â€

DAVENPORTâ€™S  FRIEND  cal ed  Virgil  and  said  that  he was  standing  on  the  sixth  tee  at  Clifton  Hol ow  golf  course and that he wasnâ€™t planning to be home soon. â€œIf you walk around to the back of the house, the porch door wil  be open,  and  if  you  look  up  on  the  beam,  youâ€™l   see  a  nail with one of those pink plastic floats on it. Thatâ€™s the boat key.  Fold  up  the  boat  cover  and  leave  it  on  the  dock  under the bungee cord. Lucas said youâ€™d have your own fishing gear.â€

â€œYeah. Iâ€™m heading down south of the Kinnickinnic, see if I can pick up some smal ies,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œThrow  a  musky  lure  when  youâ€™re  down  there. 

Thereâ€™s muskies in there; Iâ€™ve been trol ing the whole river  the  last  couple  years.  Iâ€™ve  taken  two  forty-inches-

plus just south of the Narrows, on the Wisconsin side around behind  the  hook,  and  I  saw  one  that  went  maybe  forty-eight.â€

â€œThanks. Iâ€™l  leave a twenty for the gas, if thatâ€™s enough,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œThatâ€™s goodâ€”just stick it back up there with the key.â€

Â 

Â 

DAVENPORTâ€™S  FRIEND  lived  in  a  rambling  cedar-shake  and  stone  house  down  a  long  single-lane  road  on  a bluff above the St. Croix River. Virgil left the 4Runner in the driveway,  walked  around  back,  found  the  key,  and  carried three rods and his emergency tackle box down eighty steps to the beach and a dock. The boat had a dried-on foam line that suggested it hadnâ€™t been out for a while. He stripped off  the  canvas  cover,  snapped  it  under  the  bungee  cord  on the dock, dropped the motor, and fired it up. 

No problem. One minute later, he was a half mile down the river. Glanced at his watch: just three oâ€™clock. Heâ€™d been up since five, but stil , the day seemed like it was rol ing on forever. 

The high Wisconsin bluffs on the St. Croix are such a dark green  that  in  bright  afternoon  sunlight,  they  seem  almost black.  Virgil  puttered  through  the  Narrows,  then  hooked

around behind the sandbars in back. With the sun hot on his shoulder blades, he set up a drift, faced into the east bank of the river, started dropping a lure a hand span from the bank, yanking it back in a quick retrieve. 

And he thought:

 Give  me  an  anomaly  that  I  can  hang  my  hat  on. 

 Thereâ€™s  got  to  be  one  back  there  somewhere. 

 Something that canâ€™t be easily explained . . . 

He  thought  about  Sinclair,  and  the  two  Vietnamese,  Tai and  Phemâ€”but  the  fact  was,  Virgil  had  gone  looking  for clues  at  a  place  that  dealt  largely  with  veterans  whoâ€™d had  problems  in  Vietnam,  where  heâ€™d  encountered  a man  whoâ€™d  spent  his  life  dealing  with  Vietnam  and  the Vietnamese. What did he expect, Latvians? 

They  were  persons  of  interest,  but  at  least  temporarily opaque. 

He worked through the sequence from his first moments at Utechtâ€™s  death  scene,  through  the  drive  out  to  look  at Sanderson, to Wigge, to Bunton, to . . . 

Bunton.  The  thing  about  Bunton  was,  how  did  they  find him? How did they find him that quickly? He could understand that  somebody  might  find  Carl  Knox.  With  sufficient  insight into how public records and computers worked, it was simply a  matter  of  pounding  paper  .  .  .  or  electrons,  or  whatever  it

was that lived inside of computers. 

But Bunton was out in the woods. How did they even know that he was there? They probably got his name from Wigge or Utechtâ€” Sanderson had been dead too quick to give up anythingâ€”but  how  did  they  come  to  Buntonâ€™s motherâ€™s  house,  which  wasnâ€™t  even  in  the  phone book? 

Â 

HE  HOOKED  INTO  a  smal mouth,  a  fifteen-inch  bronze-backed fish that fought like a junkyard dog against the smal tackle.  He  lifted  it  out  of  the  water,  unhooked  it,  slipped  it back in. 

Hooked another, slipped it back. 

Worked  his  way  through  the  sandbars  and  shal ows  and into deeper water, threw a few bucktails, looking for a musky, saw  nothing  but  black  water. A  cigarette-like  boat  powered past at sixty miles an hour, rocking him, rol ing him. 

He  was  a  mile  south  of  the  Narrows,  sitting  behind  the wheel of the boat, drifting, letting the sound of the river carry him along, when a smal  niggling thought crept into his head. 

He tried to ignore it and failed. Looked at the sun: the sun was stil  high, fishing would get nothing but better as evening came on. Stil  . . . 

Goddamnit. 

One  last  cast,  nothingâ€”you  never  catch  anything  on  the last  castâ€”and  he  reeled  in,  fired  up  the  motor,  and  was moving, and moving fast. The Narrows was a no-wake zone, with  a  half-dozen  beached  cruisers  taking  in  the  afternoon sun, and people screamed at him as he went through at forty-two miles an hour, which was al  he could squeeze out of the Lund. 

At  the  dock,  he  took  care  to  tie  up  and  cinch  the  cover down, but then he ran up the steps to the house, put the key and a twenty up in the rafters, hustled around the house to the truck. 

And he stopped and looked at it. 

The idea was goofy, but there was no driving it out of his head, and it made him sick. He walked away from the truck and cal ed the BCA duty officer. 

â€œIâ€™ve got a question for you.â€

Â 

Â 

FIVE Oâ€™CLOCK. 

They worked silently through the truck in the BCA garage. 

One  guy  changed  the  oil  and  hummed  to  himself,  while  the other guy worked it over with a bunch of electronic gear, then snapped his fingers at Virgil and pointed outside. 

â€œYou  got  a  microphone  in  there  somewhere,  and

thereâ€™s  a  wire  splice  going  up  to  your  GPS  antenna  off your navigation screenâ€”itâ€™s probably broadcasting your location, like one of those LoJack things.â€

â€œYou can hear it broadcasting?â€  Virgil asked. 

His heart was going like a trip-hammer, the anger surging into  his  throat.  Heâ€™d given away Bunton. Heâ€™d been chumped. 

â€œNo,  but  it  might  be  broadcasting  on  demand,â€  the tech  said.  â€œOr  it  might  be  broadcasting  on  a  schedule, every  half  hour.  Thatâ€™s  no  problem  with  the  new  gear. 

Anyway,  you  definitely  have  a  microphone  in  there.  I  could find  it  if  you  want  me  to,  but  it  might  let  them  know  that weâ€™re looking for it.â€

â€œYou think itâ€™s a voice recorder?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œFor  sure.  If  it  was  just  sending  out  the  GPS,  they wouldnâ€™t  need  a  microphone.  What  it  probably  is  is  a voice-activated microphone, hooked up to a digital recorder. 

Every little while, or maybe once an hour, it uploads whatever itâ€™s  recorded.  They  could  do  that  with  a  cel -phone connection.  Anything  you  said  on  a  cel   phone  or  a  radio, theyâ€™d  know  about.  They  wouldnâ€™t  know  what  was coming  from  the  other  end,  unless  it  was  coming  through  a loudspeaker . . . but theyâ€™d hear you.â€

â€œHow  big  would  the  package  be?  The  bug?â€  Virgil

asked. 

â€œDepends  on  the  power  supply.  They  either  have  to have  a  pretty  good  battery  or  theyâ€™ve  tied  into  your twelve-volt system,â€ the tech said. â€œIf they tied into the car, it could be pretty smal . Maybe . . . twice the size of a cel phone.â€

â€œGet a flashlight and see if you can spot it. Theyâ€™d have to put it in pretty quick. Iâ€™d just like to see if itâ€™s Motorola, or Ho Chi Minh Radio Works.â€

The tech found the package after five minutes of looking; it was jammed under the front-left turn signal, taking power out of the lines coming into the light. 

â€œNo tel ing where itâ€™s from,â€ the tech said when they were outside again. â€œBut itâ€™s sophisticated. You saw how smal  it wasâ€”thatâ€™s way smal er than our stuff, and our stuff is pretty good.â€

â€œCould be Vietnamese?â€

â€œDonâ€™t  have  to  go  that  far,â€  the  tech  said. 

â€œCould be CIA.â€

Â 

Â 

THE CIA: Sinclair. 

Or maybe not. Why the hel  would the CIA go out to kil  a bunch of old-timey vets and general dipshits? 

Answer:  The  CIA  wouldnâ€™t.  Virgil  didnâ€™t  even believe  that  the  CIA  kil ed  people,  not  in  civilized  countries, anyway.  Maybe  they  hired  mercenaries  in  the  Middle  East, but  they  real y  wouldnâ€™t  go  around  kil ing  people  on  the streets . . . would they? 

His fuckinâ€™ truck. 

Burned him. 

Â 

HE  WALKED  THROUGH  the  mostly  empty  building  to  his temporary  office,  shut  the  door  and  lay  down  on  the  floor behind the desk, closed his eyes. 

Sinclair . . . 

He thought about Sinclair: about Sinclair making the phone cal  from the cold phone to Tai and Phem. Whyâ€™d he do that?  Why  didnâ€™t  he  have  a  cold  cel   phone?  You  could buy them over the counter. . . . 

Christ. 

Tai  and  Phem.  Were  they  working  with  Sinclair,  had Sinclair fingered him somehow? But heâ€™d only talked to Sinclair once, for any amount of time. Itâ€™d take testicles the size of basketbal s to hook that electronics package into Virgilâ€™s  truck,  when  it  was  parked  almost  outside  the door.  If  Virgil  had  gotten  up  and  walked  out  at  some  point, Sinclair wouldnâ€™t have had time to get them out. 

They had to do it some other time, but when? 

In  the  motel  lot?  But  he  never  told  Sinclair  where  he  was staying. 

Though heâ€™d told Mai. 

Â 

Â 

HEâ€™D FELT himself circling around her. Great girl, but . . . 

how  in  the  hell  did  a  hot  young  dancer-woman  grow  up  in Madison, Wisconsin, in the nineties and not know what  Hole was? How was that possible? 

When  heâ€™d  suggested  to  her  that  you  could  have  a good time at the University of Wisconsin, out on the Terrace or down in the Rat, she seemed uncertain. But how could you be  a  hot  young  dancer  chick  from  Madison  and  not  know about hanging out on the Terrace or down in the Rathskel er? 

Then,  when  heâ€™d  gone  outside  to  talk  to  the  guy  from Hong  Kong,  heâ€™d  come  back  to  find  her  talking  to  her father,  to  Sinclair.  Or  to  somebody  sheâ€™d  said  was Sinclair.  Out  on  the  lake,  a  few  minutes  later,  sheâ€™d pushed the conversation to the Terrace, to the Rat, as though she were proving to him that she knew about them. 


Sheâ€™d been covering herself, Virgil thought. 

He  remembered  a  few  times  when  her  turn  of  phrase seemed  off,  or  unusual y  formal;  remembered  because  he

was a writer and the words sheâ€™d used seemed tinny on his  ear.  Sheâ€™d  once  asked  him,  â€œWhen  do  you return?â€  instead of, â€œWhen ya cominâ€™ back?â€

He said to himself, â€œNo goddamn way.â€

Â 

Â 

HE  LAY  ON  THE  FLOOR  for  another  three  minutes,  then climbed  the  stairs  to  Davenportâ€™s  office.  Carolâ€™s office  was  out  in  the  open,  in  a  cubicle,  and  he  rifled  her Rolodex and found the home phone number and cel  phone for Sandy. 

He caught her at home, on the way out: â€œIâ€™ve got a date,â€  she protested. â€œMe and some people are . . .â€

â€œI donâ€™t care if youâ€™re going out to fuck Prince Charles, get your ass in here,â€ Virgil snarled. â€œWhere are you?â€

She  was  intimidated,  sounded  frightened.  â€œI  live  over by Concordia.â€

â€œTen minutes, goddamnit. Be here in ten minutes.â€

Virgil couldnâ€™t stand it, went out and walked around the parking  lot,  looked  at  his  traitorous  truck,  kept  checking  his watch.  She  took  fifteen  minutes  coming  in,  and  during  the interval, sheâ€™d gone from intimidated to pissed. 

â€œYou know what? Iâ€™m pretty gosh-darned upset,â€

she said. Her glasses were glittering under the lights from the streetlamps.  â€œYou  have  no  right  to  talk  to  me  like  that. 

Iâ€™ve done nothing but help.â€

â€œWalk  while  youâ€™re  talking,â€  Virgil  said,  and  he set  off  toward  the  building  entrance.  Looked  at  his  watch: almost six. 

She  caught  up  and  took  a  breath  and  said,  â€œOkay. 

Something happened. Are there more dead people?â€

â€œSandy  .  .  .  I  need  to  get  into  the  Wisconsin driverâ€™s  license  bureau,  whatever  itâ€™s  cal ed,  and Iâ€™ve  got  to  retrieve  a  license  and  look  at  the photograph.â€

â€œI canâ€™t do that.â€

â€œYouâ€™re gonna have to find a way. Talk to a friend in  Wisconsin,  talk  to  somebody.â€  He  stopped  short  and stepped next to her and said, â€œSandy, you gotta help me. 

I donâ€™t know this shit, and Iâ€™m desperate.â€

She put her hands on her hips: â€œNeither do I. If it was the middle of the day and I had some support . . .â€  Then her eyes  slid  sideways  behind  her  glasses,  and  she  said, â€œYou  know,  the  duty  guys  coordinate  with  Wisconsin. 

Maybe they could get it?â€

â€œAtta girl. See, I didnâ€™t think of that,â€ Virgil said. 

â€œCâ€™mon, keep talking, letâ€™s go. Who do you know

in Canada?â€

WHILE  SHE  WAS  working  the  phones  and  the  computers, Virgil went back to the floor of the office, eyes closed, looking for anything. Final y crawled to his briefcase, found his phone book,  fished  the  phone  off  the  top  of  the  desk,  lay  down again, and cal ed Red Lake. 

Now  that  things  were  starting  to  crack  up,  the  luck  was running with him. Jarlait was off duty, but had stopped at the law-enforcement  center  to  shoot  the  shit  with  a  friend.  He came  up,  and  Virgil  said,  â€œYou  know  that Apache  dude that  your  friend  saw  on  the  reservation  the  day  Ray  was kil ed?â€

â€œ Could have been an Apache.â€

â€œLook,  you  got  basical y  two  kinds  of  guys  up thereâ€”Indian guys and white guys. Maybe a black guy every once  in  a  while,  but  not  too  often.  So  if  you  see  a  guy  who isnâ€™t white and isnâ€™t black . . .â€

â€œSpit it out,â€  Jarlait said. 

â€œYou think your pal could have seen a Vietnamese and thought he was an Apache?â€

Long  pause.  Then:  â€œHuh.  You  know?  I  know  some Vietnamese, and some of them do look like Apaches. Yeah, you get the right-looking Vietnamese . . .â€

Â 

Â 

THE STUFF FROM Canada got back quicker than the stuff from Wisconsin. The Canada request was apparently routine for the Canadians, who turned around a couple of passport photos  for  Tai  and  Phem.  Tai  and  Phem  were  definitely  of Vietnamese heritage, smal  slender men with dark eyes and good smiles, and neither one of them was the Tai or Phem that Virgil met at the hotel. 

â€œAh, man.â€

â€œThis is getting a little scary,â€ Sandy said. â€œThis woman, Mai . . . do you know her?â€

â€œYeah, weâ€™ve talked,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œDoes she seem pretty nice?â€

â€œI  guess,â€  he  said.  â€œGoddamnit,  I  was  a fuckinâ€™ chump.â€

â€œHey, how often do you deal with spies?â€  she asked. 

Mai  photos  came  in.  She  was  nice-looking,  round-faced, pleasant, and not the Mai that Virgil knew. 

â€œNow what?â€  Sandy asked. 

â€œNow I gotta go talk to somebody,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œLet me tel  you something sincere before you go talk to somebody,â€  she said. 

â€œOkay . . .â€

â€œYou smel  like a fish.â€

Â 

Â 

FUCK A BUNCH of fish. Virgil was in the truck two minutes later, running with lights, rol ing down to I-35 and then left on I-94  across  town  to  Cretin,  south  on  Cretin  to  Randolph  and over  to  Mississippi  River  Boulevard,  to  Davenportâ€™s house.  There  were  lots  of  lights,  and  Virgil  parked  in  the driveway  and  walked  up  and  pounded  on  the  front  door. 

Davenport popped it open, standing there in a tuxedo with a satin shawl col ar, his tie draped around his neck, untied, and he said, â€œThereâ€™s a doorbel , Virgil.â€

â€œMan . . .â€

â€œCome on in.â€

They  went  and  sat  in  Davenportâ€™s  living  room,  and Virgil  laid  it  out:  Sinclair  and  Tai  and  Phem  and  Mai. 

â€œTheyâ€™re  not  here  by  accident. And  I  had  to  wonder about Sinclair, a couple of the things he said. . . . I mean, he led me straight to them, making that phone cal . What do you think if youâ€™re doing surveil ance on a guy, and he walks out  to  a  cold  phone  and  makes  a  cal   like  that?  You  think heâ€™s  got  something  going  on.  And  he  cal s  right  in  to Phem and Tai . . . like he was pointing me at them.â€

â€œMaybe  not.  Iâ€™ve  had  some  dealings  with  these kinds  of  people,â€  Davenport  said,  â€œTheir  problem  is, 

theyâ€™re smart, but theyâ€™re not smart enough to know that  theyâ€™re  not  as  smart  as  they  think  they  are.  It  gets everybody in trouble.â€

â€œWhat I canâ€™t get over is that they used me, and the truck, to locate Bunton. At least Bunton. Maybe gave them a lead on Knox, maybe gave them a lead on Warrenâ€”Christ, they  heard  everything  I  said  when  we  were  setting  Warren up.â€

And the more he thought about it, the more pissed he got. 

Â 

Â 

WEATHER  CAME  DOWN  the  stairs,  wearing  a  fril y  black cocktail  dress  that  skil ful y  showed  off  her  ass.  She  said, â€œHi, Virgil. . . . Say, you smel  like a fish.â€

â€œAh,  for  Christâ€™s  sakes.â€  To  Davenport: â€œWhat do I do?â€

â€œWhat do you want to do?â€  Davenport asked. 

â€œGo  beat  the  shit  out  of  Sinclair,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œFind out whatâ€™s going on.â€

â€œWel , God bless you, Virgil.â€

â€œYou think I should?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œYup.  Thatâ€™s  what  I  would  do,â€  Davenport  said. 

â€œIâ€™l  have my cel  phone with meâ€”let me know what you find out.â€

Weather  had  taken  Davenportâ€™s  tie  from  around  his neck,  fit  it  around  his  col ar,  and  began  tying  it.  She  said, â€œGive us a little time to party, though.â€

Virgil said, â€œEven though you insulted me about my fish smel , I gotta say, that dress does good things for you.â€

â€œI was afraid it made my ass look big,â€  she said. 

â€œAh, no, no,â€ Virgil said. Her ass was right at his eye level. â€œNot at al .â€

Davenport 

nodded. 

â€œVirgil 

is 

correct. 

And

observant.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL SLAPPED his thighs, stood up, and said, â€œWel , Iâ€™m  gonna  go  chain-whip  Sinclair.  Iâ€™l   probably  drag his ass down to the lockup. Mai, too. I gotta believe that Mai isnâ€™t American, or even Canadian. Sheâ€™s some kind of  spy,  and  that  means  they  gotta  know  something  about these kil ings. We can hold them for a couple of days until we get something back from the State Department. Man, this is gonna hurt, picking her up.â€

Weather  finished  with  Davenportâ€™s  tie,  patted  him  on the  chest,  and  Davenport  said,  â€œFind  Shrake  and Jenkinsâ€”or  see  if  Delâ€™s  around.  Take  some  backup. 

Then go get these Vietnamese guys, too. Put them al  inside

until their status is figured out. They must be traveling on bad documents.  Weâ€™l   get  DNA  from  al   of  them.  Theyâ€™l be a risk to run, so there wonâ€™t be any bail.â€

â€œYou think we need a warrant?â€

â€œNo.  Weâ€™ve  got  probable  cause,â€  Davenport said. â€œIf they invite you in, you see anything lying around . . 

.â€

â€œAl  right. Goddamnit. Thisâ€”â€

â€œHey,â€  Davenport  said.  â€œYou  cracked  it,  man. 

Not even a week. What the fuck do you want?â€

â€œWash  your  hands  before  you  go,â€  Weather  said. 

â€œYou donâ€™t want to arrest somebody when you smel like a fish. Thereâ€™s some Dove on the kitchen sink.â€

â€œAl  right.â€  He moped off toward the kitchen. 

Weather  cal ed  after  him,  â€œSay,  Lucas  said  you  were taking a friend fishing up at the cabin. It wasnâ€™t this Mai person, was it?â€

â€œAh, jeez . . .â€

He  started  back  toward  the  kitchen,  heard  Davenport mutter something to his wife, and he turned back and caught them suppressing smiles, and he asked,  â€œWhat?â€

â€œNothing,â€  Davenport said. 

â€œHe  said,  â€˜At  least  Virgil  wasnâ€™t  the  only  one

who got screwed,â€™â€  Weather said. 

22

MAI AND PHEM sat in the back of Taiâ€™s rented Toyota Sequoia, a huge tank of an SUV, and Phem unwrapped the rifle,  pul ing  gently  at  the  soft  gray  foam  that  had  cushioned the weapon from road bumps and motor vibration. 

Mai  was  looking  at  the  target  with  a  pair  of  night-vision glasses: there was enough ambient light to clearly il uminate the  entire  target  area,  and  she  could  see  the  security  men orbiting through the kil  zone every few minutes. 

â€œLot of guns,â€  she said in Vietnamese. 

â€œOf  course,â€  Phem  said.  â€œBut  they  wonâ€™t expect our reach.â€

Phem  had  the  rifle  free  of  its  wraps:  an  accurized  Ruger

.338 bolt-action rifle in a black synthetic stock, with a twenty-four-inch barrel, and fitted with a new U.S. Army-issued third-generation starlight scope that had gone astray in Iraq. 

Phem  had  worked  up  the  gun  himself,  firing  in  a backwoods  quarry  in  Michiganâ€™s  Upper  Peninsula.  He could reliably keep the first round from a cold gun in a one-inch circle at two hundred yards, with the starlight scope. Not an easy thing. 

The .338 was a powerful gun, chosen for its ability to bust

through  Level  IV  body-armor  plates,  the  heaviest  armor ordinarily  worn.  Phem  had  supervised  the  machining  of  the solid bronze slugs heâ€™d be using. 

Phem started to hum tunelessly, his body rocking a bit as he sat cross-legged in the dark, the rifle across his thighs. 

Mai said, â€œYamaâ€”you can do this.â€

â€œYes,  but  no  more  after  this  trip,â€  Phem  said. 

â€œNo more trips.â€

â€œYou know what these people did.â€

â€œOf  course.  I  wouldnâ€™t  have  agreed  if  I  hadnâ€™t known; and also as a tribute to your grandfather. I would do anything  he  asked  now,â€  Phem  said.  â€œIn  the  future, maybe not. I might want to, but I think . . . sometimes, I think I couldnâ€™t  do  it.  My  brain  would  boil  up,  and  Iâ€™d  be done.â€

â€œTai seems fine?â€

Phem nodded and smiled. â€œOh, Tai is always fine. He does his research and slips around like a ghost, and the life pleases him.â€

â€œWel , be at peace,â€ Mai said. â€œYou are working wonders.â€

She  went  back  to  her  glasses.  At  the  bottom  of  the  hil , past  some  oak  trees  and  through  a  chain-link  fence,  three hundred  and  twenty-two  meters  away,  as  measured  by  a

laser range-finder, she could see the front door of the country club:  Republicans  gathering  to  congratulate  themselves  on their preparations for the national convention. 

â€œI  havenâ€™t  seen  Tai,â€  she  said  after  a  while, making conversation. 

â€œYou wonâ€™t until he gets back to the truck. Heâ€™s a ghost.â€

Â 

Â 

THEY SAT IN silence as more people gathered, men in black and  white,  women  in  every  color  in  the  universe,  laughing among themselves, kissing, hugging. Mai was amazed at her sex,  sometimes,  because  of  the  female  ability  to  enjoy power,  status,  position.  Not  the  ingrown  satisfaction  shown by males, but an overt celebration, a genuine  happiness. 

â€œDo you expect to see Virgil?â€  Phem asked. 

â€œIâ€™m  done  with  Virgil,â€  she  said.  She  smiled  at him  in  the  dark  and  let  her  smile  seep  into  her  voice. 

â€œWhat are you asking, you old gossip?â€

â€œNothing whatever; we al  know that the mission comes first,â€  Phem said. 

â€œAh, the mission. Wel , I can tel  you, Virgil got about as much  of  this  mission  as  he  could  possibly  tolerate,â€  she said. 

Phem giggled. â€œI think he gave as good as he got. You seemed  .  .  .  your  aura  was  very  smooth  when  you returned.â€

â€œYou are worse than your mother,â€  Mai said. 

â€œMy  mother  .  .  .â€  Phem  said,  and  his  voice  trailed away. Then: â€œWhen they find the electronics on the truck, they wil  be . . . amazed.â€

â€œWho  knows,  maybe  theyâ€™l   never  find  it,â€  Mai said. 

â€œOh,  I  think  they  wil .  If  Sinclair  is  correct,  Virgil  is  a smart man,â€ Phem said. â€œWhen you vanish, when the investigation  is  curtailed,  heâ€™l   begin  to  think.  Heâ€™l find it eventual y.â€

â€œHe is smart, but not that smart, I think,â€  Mai said. 

MAI LAY BACK in the truck and thought about the mission so far.  If  they  had  been  sent  simply  to  remove  the  men,  there would have been no problem; but thatâ€™s not the way the mission  had  been  briefed.  Simple  death  would  not  have brought the necessary satisfaction. 

Not to Grandfather, anyway. 

The mission had begun to evolve after Chester Utecht had gotten drunk with several old friends, including one whoâ€™d long  been  paid  by  the  Vietnamese  government  to  keep  an ear on the Chinese in Hong Kong. The informantâ€”not a spy, 

but simply a man who listened, and who occasional y found an  envelope  with  three  or  four  thousand  yuan  under  his doorâ€”had told a strange tale of a man whoâ€™d stolen a ship  ful   of  bul dozers  at  the  end  of  the  war,  just  before  the final victory. 

And  with  the  theft,  thereâ€™d  been  murder.  The  story came out of a drunken fog, and back in Hanoi had rung no bel s  at  first.  Instead,  the  story  of  the  bul dozers  and  the murder circulated simply as a tale . . . and then an old man, high in the government, heard it. Heard it almost as a joke. 

Within a day, heâ€™d fol owed the story back to its source and had identified Utecht. 

The Vietnamese had no desire to disturb the sleep of the Chinese,  and  so  they  moved  careful y,  lifted  Utecht,  and visited  him  with  a  moderate  amount  of  pain  before  the  old man  told  the  story  again.  But  he  had  only  two  names  other than his own; and one of those names was his son, a name he gave up in croaking horror and despair. 

Heâ€™d  been  left  in  an  al ey,  dead,  and  ful   of  alcohol. 

Thereâ€™d been no stir at al , no ruffle in the leaves of the Chinese peace. 

The ear had gone to his funeral, with twenty thousand crisp new  yuan  in  his  pocket;  had  seen  the  younger  Utecht,  had chatted with him and taken down the details, and sent them along. 

Another twenty thousand, in gratitude, and the investigation moved on. Details were difficult to develop. Then, fortuitously and fortunately, an agent in Indonesia, on an entirely different mission, had found indications of an al-Qaeda effort in San Francisco,  with  (perhaps)  critical  munitions  shipped  from Jakarta through the Golden Gate. 

It  was  al   very  foggy,  but  the  Americansâ€™  Homeland Security  was  needy,  in  a  time  of  declining  budgets  and controversial  war.  An  exchange  had  been  made,  a  liaison forged, one that would be both reliable and deniable. He was a  wel -known  former  radical  activist  with  ties  to  the Vietnamese  government,  but  whoâ€™d  actual y  been  an active CIA agent from the beginningâ€”a man who could see his comfortable end-life ruined by disclosures from either the American  government  or  the  Vietnamese.  Further,  a  man with a daughter, now working in Europe, who could be held over his head, an implicit, unspoken threat . . . 

A  man  who  could  be  grasped  and  twisted  into  the necessary shape for the job. 

Â 

Â 

A  CAR  WENT  BY  at  high  speed,  fol owed  by  another  car, down  the  hil ,  cutting  in  toward  the  country  club;  gathering Republicans  turning  to  stare.  Mai  watched  through  the glasses,  then  lifted  a  walkie-talkieâ€”an  ordinary  plastic

walkie-talkie  that  Tai  had  bought  at  a  sporting  goods storeâ€”and clicked it four times. 

Two seconds later, listening, two quick clicks. 

She said the same word three times: break break break. 

Phem  looked  up  when  he  heard  the  critical  abort  code, then down the hil  at the country club. â€œWhat?â€

â€œWe have a problem,â€ Mai said. She pointed down the hil  and said, â€œSee that long blond hair?â€

â€œVirgil,â€  Phem breathed. 

One minute later, Tai slipped into the driverâ€™s seat. 

Mai said, â€œGo.â€
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SHRAKE  WAS  on  a  date  and  nobody  knew  where,  and Jenkins  said  that  he  never  took  a  cel   phone  with  him because somebody might cal  him on it. Jenkins had been in a  sushi  bar,  eating  octopus  and  drinking  martinis  out  of  a flask, though he said he was total y sober and could be there in ten minutes. Delâ€™s wife was pregnant and going to bed early, so Del had no problem and could be there in fifteen. 

Two  extra  guys,  Virgil  thought,  should  be  enough.  They agreed  to  meet  at  the  Pomegranate,  a  once-trendy  salad-and-dessert  place  seven  blocks  from  the  Sinclairsâ€™

condo. Virgil had forgotten to eat, and suddenly realized that he was starving. He got an apple salad and a piece of carrot cake and wolfed them down, saw Jenkins go by in his Crown Vic,  looking  for  a  parking  place,  and  then  Del  in  his  state Chevy. 

They  arrived  together.  Jenkins  got  a  chocolate  mousse and  Del  said  he  wasnâ€™t  hungry,  and  Del  asked, â€œWhatâ€™re we doing?â€

â€œWe  need  one  guy  on  the  back,  by  the  porch.  I  can point  it  out  from  the  back  side  of  the  houseâ€”the condoâ€™s  an  old  house,  and  itâ€™s  got  porches  on  the ground floor. Itâ€™s almost like a bunch of town houses. The

other  two  of  us  go  to  the  front  door.  The  back-door  guy  is whichever one of you can run fastest.â€

Del  looked  at  Jenkins  and  said,  â€œYouâ€™re  pretty quick on your feet.â€

â€œYeah, I can do it.â€

Virgil  said,  â€œThereâ€™s  a  possibility  that  these  guys are involved in the lemon kil ings . . . a good possibility. They at least know something about them. So we gotta take care. 

Know where your weapon is; somebodyâ€™s a professional kil er. Stay on your toes.â€

â€œYou  think  .  .  .â€  Delâ€™s  eyebrows  were  up. 

â€œMaybe some armor?â€

â€œIf you want, but I donâ€™t think itâ€™s necessary,â€

Virgil said. â€œItâ€™d be weird if there were any shooting right there. I mean, this guy is semi-famous.â€

â€œBut  the  daughter  is  an  impostor,â€  Jenkins  said. 

â€œMaybe sheâ€™s another Clara Rinker.â€ Clara Rinker had  been  a  professional  kil er  working  for  a  St.  Louis mobster,  whoâ€™d  been  taken  down  by  Davenportâ€™s team  a  few  years  earlier.  She  was  believed  to  have  kil ed thirty people. 

â€œLookâ€”do  what  youâ€™re  comfortable  with,â€

Virgil said, gobbling down the last of the carrot cake. â€œMy sense  is,  we  wonâ€™t  be  doing  any  shooting.  But  know

where your weapon is. If we go in, and there are a couple of Vietnamese guys there . . . then take care. Take care.â€

Â 

Â 

THEY  CIRCLED  Sinclairâ€™s  block  and  Virgil  pointed  out the back of the condo, the porch where Sinclair was working. 

â€œThereâ€™s somebody in there,â€  Jenkins said. 

Virgil  dug  out  his  binoculars  and  put  them  on  the  lighted porch. 

Sinclair  was  there,  bent  over  a  laptop.  â€œThatâ€™s him,â€  Virgil  said.  As  Virgil  watched,  Sinclair  sat  up  and stared  straight  out  into  the  night  for  three  seconds,  five seconds, and then went back to the laptop. 

The house that backed onto the condo was also lit. Jenkins said,  â€œIâ€™m  gonna  knock  on  the  door  there,  tel   them whatâ€™s up, so they wonâ€™t be yel ing at me and cal ing St. Paul when I sneak through their yard.â€

â€œAl  right. Cal  me when youâ€™re set,â€  Virgil said. 

Del  fol owed  Virgil  around  the  block  and  they  parked, facing  in  opposite  directions  in  case  they  had  to  move quickly,  and  they  met  at  the  walk  going  up  to  the  condo, waited,  and  Virgil  took  the  cal   from  Jenkins:  â€œIâ€™m crossing the fence now. Iâ€™l  be in position in ten seconds. 

Sinclair is stil  in the window.â€

Virgil  looked  at  the  names  on  the  mailboxes  outside  the apartment, picked another one on the first floor, and buzzed. 

No  answer.  He  waited  ten  seconds,  then  buzzed  a  second one,  labeled  â€œWil iams.â€  A  moment  later,  a  woman answered: â€œYes? Who is it?â€

â€œVirgil Flowers and Del Capslock. Weâ€™re agents of the state Bureau of Criminal Apprehension. Could we speak to you for a minute?â€

â€œWhatâ€™s  happened?â€  she  asked,  a  streak  of fear in her voice. â€œDid something happen to Laurie?â€

â€œWe  just  need  to  speak  to  you  for  a  minute, maâ€™am,â€  Virgil said. 

She  buzzed  them  and  Virgil  pushed  through,  and  a moment  later  a  door  opened  to  their  right  and  a  woman looked out. Virgil put his finger to his lips, showed her his ID, and  said,  â€œWeâ€™re  here  for  another  apartment.  If  you could go back inside, please. Everything should be okay.â€

The  womanâ€™s  eyes  flicked  to  Del.  Del  had  taken  his pistol  out  and  was  holding  it  along  his  pant  leg. 

â€œYouâ€™re sure . . .â€  and she was backing away. 

Virgil put his finger to his lips again, breathed â€œShhh . . 

.  ,â€  and  he  and  Del  moved  down  the  hal   as  the  woman closed the door. 

â€œYou  want  to  take  the  door,  or  do  you  want  to  try

knocking?â€  Del asked. 

â€œKnock first. If he doesnâ€™t answer, Iâ€™l  kick it,â€

Virgil said. 

Del knocked, and they both stepped back sideways from the door. They heard steps inside, and Del ticked his finger at the door, and Virgil put his hand on his pistol at the smal  of his back. 

The door opened, and Sinclair looked out. â€œTook you long enough,â€  he said. â€œCome on in.â€

Â 

Â 

SINCLAIR  WAS  dressed  in  faded  blue  jeans,  a  soft  white shirt,  and  sneakers,  the  gold  tennis  bracelet  stil   rattling around  his  wrist.  Virgil  fol owed  him  into  the  apartment  as Sinclair backed away. Virgil said to Del, â€œGet Jenkins in here. Clear the place.â€

â€œSheâ€™s gone, Hoa is gone,â€ Sinclair said. â€œI donâ€™t  think  sheâ€™s  coming  backâ€”you  spooked her.â€

â€œHoa?â€

â€œIt  means  â€˜flower,â€™â€  Sinclair  said.  â€œMai means  â€˜cherry  blossom.â€™  Quite  the  coincidence, huh?â€

Jenkins came in through a back door in the kitchen, and he

and  Del  did  a  quick  run-through  of  the  apartment.  Sinclair said to Virgil, â€œCome on the porch and we can figure out what weâ€™re gonna do. Your friends can sit in.â€

â € œ I  know  what  Iâ€™m  going  to  do,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œIâ€™m taking your ass down to jail and Iâ€™m charging you with murder.â€

â€œThatâ€™s not a bad idea, except that youâ€™ve got nothing to convict me with,â€ Sinclair said. He pointed at the circle of chairs on the porch, where his laptop sat in a circle of  light.  â€œAnd  there  would  be  some  serious  fal out  that Iâ€™m not sure youâ€™d want to deal with. But: If you are wil ing  to  deal  with  the  fal out,  itâ€™s  an  option,  and  we should talk about it.â€

Â 

DEL HEARD the last bit of the conversation, and he said to Virgil,  â€œApartmentâ€™s  clear,â€  and  then  to  Sinclair, â€œWhatâ€™s up with you? Youâ€™re pretty calm for a guy whoâ€™s looking at thirty years without parole.â€

â€œNever  do  thirty  years,â€  Sinclair  said.  â€œMy familyâ€™s programmed to die at eighty-five. I wouldnâ€™t do more than twenty.â€

Jenkins said to Del, â€œThe manâ€™s got a point.â€

â€œIf anybody wants a beer, we got some Leinenkugels in the refrigerator,â€ Sinclair said. To Virgil: â€œYou want to

sit down?â€

Virgil sat. â€œWhat the hel  is going on?â€

Sinclair  said  to  Jenkins,  â€œIf  youâ€™re  gonna  get  a beer, could you get me one?â€  He said to Virgil, â€œThis is complicated.  But  one  thing  thatâ€™s  going  to  happen,  if  it hasnâ€™t already, is that this Warren guy is probably gonna get kil ed tonight.â€

â€œWarrenâ€™s at a big political party,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œBlowing him up at a big political party would just about make Hoaâ€™s day,â€ Sinclair said. Jenkins handed him a beer, and he said thanks and took a sip. 

â€œBlowing  him  up?â€  Virgil  said.  He  was  digging  his cel  phone out of his pocket. â€œTheyâ€™ve got a bomb? 

Jesus . . .â€

â€œNo,  no,  not  literal y.  Theyâ€™re  going  to  shoot him,â€ Sinclair said. â€œI donâ€™t know any details, but I believe  theyâ€™re  going  to  shoot  him.  The  shooter, whoâ€™s  the  guy  you  met  named  Phem,  doesnâ€™t  do bombs. But Iâ€™m told heâ€™s a marvelous shot. Olympic quality.  And  Tai,  whoâ€™s  a  researcher,  an  intel igence operator,  an  interrogator,  doesnâ€™t  do  assassination.  He might tear you apart with a pair of pliers, but he wonâ€™t try to 

snipe 

you. 

He 

doesnâ€™t 

have 

that 

cold

temperamentâ€”he  gets  al   excited  when  heâ€™s  kil ing somebody. Thatâ€™s what Iâ€™m told.â€

somebody. Thatâ€™s what Iâ€™m told.â€

â€œWhat about Mai?â€

â€œHoaâ€”sheâ€™s  the  coordinator.  Sheâ€™s  the  one who  can  pass  as  American.  Got  al   the  right  American accents. You oughta hear her Val ey Girl.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  WAS  on  the  phone,  and  Davenport  answered: â€œWhatâ€™d you get?â€

â€œThere are three Vietnamese, two men and a woman, and  theyâ€™re  planning  to  kil   Warren.  Iâ€™m  told  that nothing  would  make  them  happier  than  kil ing  him  at  your party.  To  do  it  in  public.  They  got  a  shooter  with  them.  I donâ€™t think itâ€™s a suicide run.â€

â€œIt wonâ€™t beâ€”no suicide,â€  Sinclair interjected. 

â€œIâ€™m told itâ€™s not a suicide, so theyâ€™ve got to get in close or do him with a rifle,â€ Virgil said. â€œYou better tel  his security to get tight.â€

â€œIâ€™m  on  it  and  Warrenâ€™s  here,â€  Davenport said.  â€œThis  place  is  crawling  with  securityâ€”Iâ€™l   light them up. Can I tel  Warren?â€

â€œYeah,  yeah,  he  has  nothing  to  do  with  the  lemon kil ings,â€ Virgil said. â€œItâ€™s a Vietnamese hit squad, going back to the war days. That whole murder thing.â€

â€œWhere are you?â€  Davenport asked. 

â€œAt  Sinclairâ€™s.  Heâ€™s  tel ing  us  a  story.  Itâ€™s complicated, man.â€

â€œYou better get over here. Iâ€™l  get St. Paul SWAT, but thatâ€™s gonna take a while. Theyâ€™re probably up on the golf course looking down at us. . . . If we can get SWAT

around the edges of the course, we might chase them out.â€

â€œWhat about Sinclair?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œWhatever you thinkâ€”Iâ€™l  get with Warren, cal  me when youâ€™re close.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  RANG  OFF  and  said  to  Del  and  Jenkins, â€œWeâ€™re going. My truck is bugged, Sinclair and I wil ride with Jenkins. Weâ€™re gonna bring in SWAT and see if we can corner them on the golf course.â€

â€œTheyâ€™ve  got  night-vision  gear.â€  Sinclair  said. 

â€œTheyâ€™l  see you coming.â€

â€œAh, shit.â€  Virgil got Davenport back on the line. 

â€œWhat?â€

â€œSinclair said theyâ€™ve got night-vision gear . . .â€

â€œAnd a starlight scope,â€  Sinclair added. 

â€œAnd  a  starlight  scope,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œMaybe

itâ€™s better to put the guys out on the perimeter of the golf course,  keep  bringing  people  in  until  itâ€™s  completely blocked, and wait for daylight.â€

â€œLet  me  think  about  it,â€  Davenport  said.  â€œGet down here.â€

â€œWeâ€™re coming.â€

Â 

Â 

IN  THE  CAR,  Virgil  took  out  his  cuffs  and  cuffed Sinclairâ€™s  hand  to  a  loop  of  the  safety  belt  in  the backseat.  They  were  five  minutes  from  the  golf  course, running without lights. 

â€œTel   me,â€  he  said  to  Sinclair,  and  Jenkinsâ€™s eyes flicked up in the rear-view mirror. Storytel ing time. 

Â 

Â 

A LONG TIME AGO, Sinclair said, when col ege kids thought they  were  the  spearhead  of  a  revolution,  when  fifty-five thousand  Americans  were  dying  in  Vietnam,  when  ghettos were  burning  in  most  of  the  major  American  cities,  when women started burning their bras and hippies were dropping out  and  turning  on,  heâ€™d  been  a  student  in  American studies at the University of Michigan. 

â€œI  loved  this  country.  My  grandparents  were immigrants, my father and al  my uncles fought in the Second

immigrants, my father and al  my uncles fought in the Second World War, and I wanted to do something for the country,â€

Sinclair  said.  â€œMy  history  prof  knew  that,  the  jol y  old  elf that he was, and knew just what to do: he put me in touch with the CIA. He said there was no point in going to Vietnam and dying as a second lieutenant. Anyone could do that.â€

So Sinclair took some tests, went to Langley, was trained, and  then  dropped  right  back  into  his  most  natural environment: the University of Michigan. 

â€œI  was  there  when  the  Students  for  a  Democratic Society  got  going,  I  knew  al   of  the  early  Weathermen.  .  .  . 

You know about the town house explosion in Manhattan? No? 

Never mind. Anyway, I started going to Vietnam,â€ he said. 

â€œI dodged the draft with the help of the Agency, made a lot  of  contacts  with  Vietnamese  who  were  moving  up  in  the government over there.â€

By  the  time  the  war  ended,  he  said,  he  had  radical contacts  everywhere  in  Asia  and  Europe.  He  did  the  last interview  with  Ulrike  Meinhof  in  April  1976,  a  few  weeks before Meinhof either hanged herself or was murdered in her German jail cel . 

â€œI  donâ€™t  know  who  youâ€™re  talking  about,â€

Virgil said. 

â€œI  suppose  not.  Youâ€™d  have  been  a  baby  at  the time.  .  .  .  Ulrike  was  the  coleader  of  the  Baader-Meinhof Group,  one  of  the  so-cal ed  Red  Army  groups,  the  Rote

Armee  Fraktion,â€  Sinclair  said,  sputtering  through  the German  with  an  academicâ€™s  enthusiasm.  â€œBig radical deal at one time.â€

â€œSo you were hot.â€

â€œYup.  But  like  al   good  things,  the  nonsense  stopped, and  there  I  was.  Iâ€™d  gotten  my  PhD,  and  to  tel   you  the truth,  Iâ€™d  been  in  academia  for  so  long  that  I  had  pretty much  adopted  the  points  of  view  of  a  lot  of  people  Iâ€™d opposed at the start. That the Vietnam War was a waste of time and blood, a tragedyâ€”â€

â€œYeah,  yeah,  so  much  for  old  home  week,â€  Virgil said.  â€œWhat  about  these  assholes?  What  about  Mai,  or whatever her name is?â€

â€œHeyâ€”let  me  tel   it.  So  I  told  the Agency  what  I  was thinking.  You  know,  that  I  was  tired  and,  worse  than  that,  a liberal. And  they  just  let  it  go  .  .  .  quite  a  few  liberals  in  the Agency, actual y. I retired. I was doing pretty wel  as a teacher and a writer, I stil  had contacts in Vietnamâ€”Iâ€™d married my  Vietnamese  woman,  though  I  met  her  here,  in  the Statesâ€”and I started doing some work on trade deals and so on. Iâ€™d stil  get a cal  from the CIA guys every once in a while, and I was happy enough to talk to them. Then Chester Utecht  got  drunk  and  told  everybody  in  sight  about  stealing bul dozers in Vietnam.â€

Vietnamese  intel igence  picked  it  up.  In  the  way  of  the

world, the father of the woman raped and murdered that day in  Da  Nang  was  now  an  eighty-five-year-old  first-tier government official in the misty realm where intel igence and the military overlapped. He heard the story. 

He could have his revenge, his peers agreed, as long as it didnâ€™t upset the trade apple cart. 

As it happened, Vietnamese intel igence had also picked up  a  line  on  an  al-Qaeda  plot  that  came  out  of  Indonesia. 

Whether it was real or not, they got in touch with somebody at Homeland  Security  and  suggested  that  the  information  was available.  In  return,  they  wanted  the  relevant  layers  of  U.S. 

intel igence  agencies  to  look  in  the  other  direction  during  a short, violent operation in Minnesota. 

The  people  who  would  die  were  al   known  kil ers  and rapists. The people who would die on the West Coastâ€”and there  would  be  many  more  of  them,  if  al-Qaeda  had  its wayâ€”were innocents. 

A  deal  was  cutâ€”and  a  deniable  contact  was  needed between Washington and Hanoi. 

â€œYou,â€  Virgil  said.  They  were  on  Cretin  Avenue, headed north toward the golf course, just a few blocks away now. 

â€œMe.  I  speak  Vietnamese,  have  contacts  in  both placesâ€”though the Viets were a trifled surprised about the CIA,â€ Sinclair said with a grin. â€œI talked to an old friend

CIA,â€ Sinclair said with a grin. â€œI talked to an old friend over there who thought it was hilariousâ€”turns out he was a member  of  their  intel igence  service,  and  heâ€™d  been playing  me.   One  thing  about  the  Vietnameseâ€”they  got  a pretty goddamn good sense of humor.â€

What  wasnâ€™t  so  funny,  he  said,  was  what  happened when he tried to turn them down. The people from Homeland Security  pressed  on  him  the  urgency  of  the  case,  and  said something  to  the  effect  that  the  Vietnamese  had  already researched him . . . and knew where his daughter was. 

â€œIt was a threat,â€ Sinclair said. â€œI didnâ€™t real y believe  theyâ€™d  do  anything  to  herâ€”family  is  pretty important in Vietnam. But I wasnâ€™t sure. So here I am.â€

â€œYou set me up to see Tai and Phem,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œOf course; and they were seriously pissed. Iâ€™l  tel you  whatâ€”the  real  Tai  and  Phem  would  be  astonished  to hear  about  it.  Theyâ€™re  in  town  al   the  time,  you  know. 

Donâ€™t stay at the Hilton. But if youâ€™d cal ed somebody at Larson to check their bona fides, they would have told you that Tai and Phem were outstanding citizens and enthusiastic fol owers of the capitalist road.â€

Â 

Â 

JENKINS TURNED the corner on Marshal , headed down the hil  toward the clubhouse at the Town and Country Club. The place was lit like a Christmas tree, people al  over the entry

and parking lot. 

â€œDo  you  have  any  idea  of  exactly  what  Hoaâ€™s doing?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œNo.  But  I  believe  itâ€™s  a  gun,  I  believe  itâ€™s Warren. Al  I get is what seeps through from phone cal s that Hoa makes. Iâ€™ve also got the feeling that they may have a line  on  the  last  man.  One  thing  I  didnâ€™t  tel youâ€”theyâ€™ve  got  a  direct  connect,  I  think,  with somebody in Washington. I donâ€™t know where. Homeland Security, probably. They have access to every record you can think of. I got Hoaâ€™s laptop password, not without a lot of trouble, I can tel  you, and signed on when she was gone with you. If you get your hands on it, youâ€™l  find documents that you  wonâ€™t  believe.  The  U.S.  government  vectored  them right in on Utecht and Sanderson.â€

â€œSo why tel  me now?â€

â€œBecause  weâ€™re  at  the  end  of  this,â€  Sinclair said.  â€œMy  daughter  wil   be  okayâ€”the  Viets  wil   have what they want, so theyâ€™l  be done with us. I just might be able to fuck with the people who did this to me, the guys over here. Depending on what you want to do.â€

A guy in a black tuxedo, accessorized with a Beretta 93R

with  the  twenty-round  mag,  was  flagging  them  down  and Jenkins  slowed  and  held  up  his  ID.  Davenport  cal ed, â€œThat guyâ€™s okay,â€ and they went through. Sinclair

said, â€œI wonder if thatâ€™s his dress gun?â€

Â 

Â 

DAVENPORT  MET  Virgil  in  the  street:  â€œWeâ€™ve  got people coming in on the corners: theyâ€™l  do it al  at once, when  they  isolate  the  streets.â€  He  looked  at  Sinclair,  stil cuffed in the backseat, then asked Virgil, â€œWhatâ€™s the deal?â€

â€œIâ€™m  not  exactly  clear  on  that,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œBut  Professor  Sinclair  has  been  talking  up  a  storm. 

Things have gotten a little out of my pay grade.â€

â€œSo maybe I should hear his story,â€  Davenport said. 

â€œLittle  out  of  your  pay  grade,  too.  And  Rose Marieâ€™s,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œSo  whose  pay  grade  are  we  talking  about?â€

Davenport asked. 

â€œDunnoâ€”maybe the president.â€

Rose  Marie  Roux  was  walking  toward  them  in  a  political orange dress the size of an army tent. 

â€œGot to be quite a story,â€  Davenport said to Sinclair. 

â€œOh, it is,â€ he said. He nodded across the room at a cluster of men in front of a fireplace. â€œIs that the governor? 

Iâ€™m sure heâ€™d be fascinated.â€

THEY  TOOK  Sinclair  into  the  womenâ€™s  locker  room. 

Davenport  spoke  quietly  with  Rose  Marie,  who  got  another glass of something and tagged along. 

â€œFirst  piece  of  business,â€  she  said  to  Sinclair. 

â€œWeâ€™re not talking about a machine gun or a rocket or a bomb?â€

Sinclair shook his head. â€œTheyâ€™re operating under pretty  strict  guidelines:  nobody  dies  except  the  people involved in the original rape and murder. There were actual y five  kil ed  back  then:  the  woman,  her  two  young  children, three  and  two  years  of  age,  the  womanâ€™s  grandfather, and  a  housekeeper.  These  people,  Hoa  and  her  team, messed  up  when  they  kil ed  Wiggeâ€™s  bodyguard.  That wasnâ€™t supposed to happen. That was a lapse. The cop up in Red Lake was an even bigger lapse, but I think by that time  they  didnâ€™t  care  so  much.  They  were  making  the final run.â€

â€œMy  God,â€  Rose  Marie  said.  She  looked  at  Virgil. 

â€œYou knew this?â€

â€œNot the detailsâ€”the outline,â€ Virgil said. â€œI was getting pieces.â€

Rose Marie said to Jenkins, â€œGo get Warren.â€

When  Jenkins  had  gone,  Davenport  asked  Sinclair, â€œHow many more people are on their list?â€

â€œWarren and one more. Six altogether, or seven, if you count  Chester  Utecht.  The  last  guyâ€”I  donâ€™t  know  the nameâ€”lives  on  a  lake  somewhere.  They  were  having  a hard  time  tracking  him  down,  exactly,  but  I  think  their  .  .  . 

outside . . . contacts came through on that.â€

â€œHe  means  Homeland  Security,â€  Virgil  said  to Davenport and Rose Marie. â€œThe guy they were looking for is Carl Knox.â€

WARREN  WALKED  IN  a  minute  later,  fol owed  by  Jenkins and  a  security  man.  Rose  Marie  said,  â€œWeâ€™ve identified the people who are trying to kil  you. Agent Flowers has information that they wil  attempt to shoot you, probably with a rifle. Weâ€™re putting officers around the golf course, where  we  think  they  are.  If  you  wish,  you  could  go  out  the back unseen.â€

Warren bobbed his head. â€œIâ€™l  do that. Iâ€™l  be at home.  Iâ€™ve  got  some  serious  protection  there.  Cal   me when  you  get  them.â€  He  glanced  at  Virgil,  his  upper  lip rippled, and he left, fol owed by his security man. 

Sinclair said, â€œThere goes the worst man in this whole episode,  dressed  in  a  tuxedo  and  patent-leather  shoes, untouched by human hands.â€

Davenport  said  to  Sinclair,  â€œAl   rightâ€”weâ€™ve  got ten  minutes  before  we  drop  the  net  around  the  golf  course. 

Tel  the rest of us what happened.â€

At that moment, the governor walked in, shadowed by Neil Mitford,  his  personal  weasel.  The  governor  smiled  at everybody,  said,  â€œAh,  that  fuckinâ€™  Flowers.  How  are you,  Virgil?â€  He  shook  Virgilâ€™s  hand.  â€œLove  the cowboy boots. I just bought a pair myself. Whatâ€™s up with al   you  people?  Are  we  going  to  be  assassinated,  or what?â€

Rose Marie said, â€œGovernor, Iâ€™m not sure you want to be here.â€

â€œThatâ€™s what I said,â€  Mitford muttered. 

â€œBetter  than  making  smal   talk  with  a  guy  who  wants more  ethanol  subsidies.â€  He  looked  around.  â€œI havenâ€™t  been  in  a  womenâ€™s  locker  room  since  my junior year at Princeton.â€ He chuckled. â€œAnna Sweat, I swear  to  God  she  had  .  .  .  Never  mind.â€  He  peered  at Sinclair. â€œSoâ€”letâ€™s hear it.â€
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A  WONDERFUL,  soft  summer  night:  when  Mai  returned  to Vietnam, she would take with her, she thought, the memory of these  nights.  There  was  nothing  quite  like  them  in  Hanoi, where the sea was always close and dominated the weather. 

Here,  the  nights  could  be  both  cool  and  soft,  or  warm  and soft, with the air resting on your skin like a feather, scented with  flowers,  and  without  the  overriding  tang  of  salt  and seaweed. 

She  and  Phem  lay  on  the  edge  of  the  lake,  deep  in  the brush,  dressed  al   in  black  except  for  the  olive-drab  head nets that Tai had found in a sporting goods store. Theyâ€™d be  heading  north  after  they  kil ed  Warren,  and  Phem  had sworn  that  he  wouldnâ€™t  go  back  without  what  he  cal ed â€œcountry equipment.â€

They had no excuse for being where they were at: if they were seen, or found, then the person who found them would die.  Mai  had  a  silenced  Beretta  pistol,  fitted  with  a  strap, hanging on her back; Phem had the rifle, and a pistol as wel . 

Tai was four hundred meters away, where he would have a better  view  of  the  approaches  to  the  target.  Phem  eased forward and sideways, moving an inch at a time, so that his face  was  only  inches  from  Maiâ€™s.  â€œNo  wind,â€  he

whispered quietly. â€œLook at the water.â€

The  water  was  smooth  as  a  piece  of  silk,  doubling  the lights  across  the  way  as  shimmering  upside-down reflections. 

â€œPerfect,â€  she  said.  They  were  whispering  in Vietnamese. 

After  another  moment,  he  said,  â€œI  wonder  what happened?â€

â€œVirgil  must  have  figured  something  out,â€  she whispered. â€œI canâ€™t imagine that he was there just to help with security.â€

â€œMaybe he was there for Warren.â€

â€œI  donâ€™t  think  so.  He  came  so  fastâ€”he  felt  so urgent . . . he discovered something.â€

â€œIf he did, do you think he took Sinclair?â€

â€œI donâ€™t know. There are too many possibilities.â€

Â 

Â 

THE  EARBUD  in  Maiâ€™s  right  ear  clicked  and  she  saw Phem put a hand to his ear. Mai slipped out the walkie-talkie and said, â€œYes.â€

â€œFour cars coming, convoy.â€

â€œYes.â€

Phem moved away from her, and though she couldnâ€™t see him wel , she felt him extending the rifle toward the target and then stripping off the head net. Heâ€™d bought a bag of beans to use as a rifle rest, and she heard that crunch as the forestock wiggled down into it, and a click as the safety came off.  If  the  target  appeared,  there  wouldnâ€™t  be  much timeâ€”maybe only a second or two. 

Mai  put  her  glasses  on  the  house;  looking  through  them was like watching something on a black-and-white television screen,  except  that  the  image  was  green-and-black.  There was enough ambient light that the entire target area looked like a daylight scene. 

She took the glasses down, a bit night-blind after looking through the glasses, put the radio to her lips, clicked it once, and said, â€œStil  coming?â€

Tai: â€œYes. They wil  be at the turn in ten seconds.â€

She  looked  that  way,  counted,  saw  the  headlights  at  the corner.  She  said  to  Phem,  who  was  concentrating  on  his scope, â€œHeadlights at the corner. I think it could be them. 

Here they come, theyâ€™re coming this way. One-two-three-four vehicles . . .â€

Phem  was  unmoving;  she  could  see  a  ring  of  green  light where it slipped past his eye from the tube inside the scope. 

She  cal ed  it  for  him,  whispering:  â€œFifty  meters.  Thirty meters.  Theyâ€™re  slowing,  itâ€™s  them.  Ten  meters,  the

first car turns, I think he wil  be in the second car, Tai says he always rides in the second car.â€

The first car drove up the driveway and went al  the way to the  back,  where  it  faced  a  garage,  but  the  garage  doors didnâ€™t go upâ€”the walk from the garage to the back door of the house would be longer than the walk from a car in the driveway to the house. 

They were apparently going to minimize the exposure. . . . 

The second car turned in, pul ed even with the back of the house. The third and fourth stayed in the street, one blocking the driveway. 

Two men got out of the first car and walked to the back of the house. 

Two more got out of the second car. They looked around, then the man on the driverâ€™s side, the side closest to the house, opened the back door of the car and stood beside it. 

Warren got out and took a step toward the house, stepped just for a second out from behind the man holding the door. . . 

. 

Phem fired, and Mai saw a muted flash and was slapped by the loud  whack,  and Phem said, â€œGo . . .â€ and they were scrambling along behind the screen of bushes and Mai could  hear  a  distant  shouting  and  then  gunfire,  but couldnâ€™t see the gun flashes and had no idea where the

bul ets were going. . . . They crossed the street as planned, running  hard,  and  cut  across  a  lawn  and  then  between  two houses,  around  a  pool  and  over  a  fence,  Mai  clicking  the radio  button  as  they  went,  never  stopping,  to  a  side  street, and  there  was  Tai,  backing  up,  reversing  down  the  street, and they were in the back of the truck and it was rol ing away. 

Tai asked, â€œGood shot?â€

â€œGood  shot,â€  Phem  said.  â€œI  make  no guarantees, but it felt good going out.â€

Mai knew that Warren was dead. She asked, â€œAre you okay?â€

Phem  smiled  at  her.  â€œYou   are  like  my  mother.  I  am okay.â€

Mai  turned  on  the  radio,  to  an  al -news  station,  and  they headed north through the welter of streets. They would take I-94  to  a  twenty-four-hour  Wal-Mart  store  on  the  northwest edge  of  the  Twin  Cities,  where  Tai  would  move  to  another car. 

From there they would continue north up most of the length of  Minnesota  and  along  the  eastern  edge  of  North  Dakota toward Canada, before they cut back into Minnesota for the last page of the assignment. 

The second car was needed should they be stopped by a highway  patrolman  or  a  local  police  officer.  They  would  kil

the officer and abandon the known car for the second vehicle. 

After that, they would have no backup. 

But there was no reason that they should be stopped. Both cars  were  rentals,  taken  under  completely  clean  IDs  from California. 

The entrance ramp came up, and they were gone. 
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THE  ST.  PAUL  cops  came  out  of  the  woodwork,  from staging areas a block or so back from the golf course, and took up stations along the streets at the perimeters. A deputy chief  named  Purser  said,  â€œA  goddamn  rat  couldnâ€™t get out of there on his hands and knees.â€

Virgil,  Davenport,  and  Rose  Marie  were  inside,  looking through the windows up at the hil side golf course. A minute passed,  two,  without  any  incoming  reports.  Virgil  said  to Davenport, â€œTheyâ€™re not up there.â€

Rose Marie asked, â€œHow do you know?â€

â€œIâ€™m  not  getting  the  right  vibration,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œWhen  they  saw  St.  Paul  coming  in,  they  should  have moved. Instantly, before everybody got set. They should have made  a  break  for  it.  They  should  have  had  a  backup  plan. 

They  should  have  had  somebody  on  the  outside  .  .  .  they should have done something.â€

Davenport  nodded.  â€œTheyâ€™re  goneâ€”if  they  were ever here.â€

Virgil  dug  out  his  notebook,  flipped  it  open,  found Warrenâ€™s cel -phone number. 

â€œWhat?â€  Warrenâ€™s voice was positively noxious. 

â€œIâ€™ve  got  a  bad  feeling  here,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œWe  dropped  the  net  and  nobody  made  a  move.  You gotta  take  it  easy.  They  could  be  coming  after  you  at  your house.â€

â€œIâ€™m  three  blocks  out,â€  Warren  said.  â€œI  got three guys inside and theyâ€™re okay, I just talked to them. I got  guys  patrol ing  the  neighborhood.  Nothing  going  on. 

Weâ€™l  be there in one minute.â€

â€œKeep  your  guys  awake  until  we  get  them,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œYeah. And you know what, Flowers? You can stil  go fuck yourself.â€

Virgil laughed as he shut his cel  phone, stood up, looked out through the front windows at the dark hil side and the golf course.  â€œGuy  picked  the  right  jobâ€”professional asshole.â€

Davenport  said,  â€œYou  might  want  to  stand  back  from the  window  in  case  theyâ€™re  stil   out  there.  If  theyâ€™ve real y got a sniper scope . . . They might be a little pissed at you.â€

â€œWhat about Sinclair?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œI donâ€™t know. I suggest that we put him inside and give  him  his  phone  cal .  He  says  thatâ€™s  an  option,  and after  we  do  it,  we  should  get  some  kind  of  response  from

somebody. Find out whoâ€™s in charge, in any case.â€

â€œWhat  ifâ€”â€  The  phone  in  his  hand  rang,  and  he looked  down  at  the  LCD:  Warren.  He  flipped  it  open. 

â€œYeah. Flowers . . .â€

The  guy  on  the  other  end  was  shrieking.  â€œWeâ€™re taking  fire,  weâ€™re  taking  fire.  Warrenâ€™s  down, Warrenâ€™s  down,  heâ€™s  dead,  we  got  Minneapolis cops coming, we got medics coming, but we, shit, you better get here.â€

â€œAh, manâ€”youâ€™re taking fire right now?â€

â€œRight now. Right now. Iâ€™m in the driveway, Iâ€™m under  the  car,  I  can  hear  a  fucking  machine  gun,  man,  can you  hear  that?â€  The  guy  was  shouting  again.  â€œChrist, itâ€™s  a  nightmare,  they  got  fuckinâ€™  machine  guns.  .  . 

.â€

â€œWarrenâ€™s down?â€

â€œIâ€™m  looking  at  him,  man,  his  whole  fuckinâ€™

head is gone, man, heâ€™s gone, heâ€™s gone, I got blood al  over me, Iâ€™m drowning in blood, man . . .â€

â€œWeâ€™re on the way, weâ€™re on the way. . . .â€

Virgil  looked  at  Davenport.  â€œThey  just  hit  Warren. 

Theyâ€™re talking machine guns. Warrenâ€™s dead in his driveway.â€

Â 

Â 

THEY TOOK Davenportâ€™s car, and Davenport pushed it hard,  out  to  the  interstate,  into  Minneapolis,  Del  trailing behind  in  the  state  car.  Warrenâ€™s  neighborhood  had been  shut  off,  and  two  helicopters  were  picking  through  the brush  with  searchlights.  They  found  a  place  to  park,  and Virgil,  Del,  and  Davenport  walked  down  the  street  to Warrenâ€™s place, where a dozen cops were mil ing around in  the  yard.  Eight  or  ten  cop  cars  were  parked  along  the street  and  on  the  other  side  of  the  lake,  and  two  hundred people  from  the  neighborhood  were  out  in  the  street, standing in clumps, watching. 

They found a Minneapolis captain named Roark whoâ€™d taken  charge  of  the  scene,  who  nodded  at  Lucas,  checked out his tux, asked, â€œIs that the new BCA uniform?â€ and said,  not  waiting  for  an  answer,  â€œI  hear  you  guys  are involved.â€

Lucas  nodded.  â€œThis  is  the  lemon  kil ings.  The  kil ers are  three  Vietnamese,  a  woman  and  two  men.  We  can  get prints  and  DNA  anytime  we  need  themâ€”on  the  woman, anyway. Probably on al  three. Theyâ€™re running.â€

â€œAny idea on their vehicles?â€

Virgil shook his head. â€œNo. But theyâ€™l  have an exit plan,  so  theyâ€™re  twenty  miles  from  here  and  moving.  Or theyâ€™re getting on a plane somewhere.â€

Del asked, â€œYou know what happened?â€

â€œThey got him when he was uncovered for one second, getting  out  of  his  car,â€  Roark  said.  â€œHis  bodyguard swears  it  was  one  second.  They  donâ€™t  know  where  the shot came from, but we think it was from across the lake. We sent some guys over there with a flashlight, and they found a matted-down  place  in  the  brush,  and  a  mosquito  net  thing, you  know,  a  head  net,  and  a  beanbag  that  was  probably used as a rest.â€

Virgil looked. â€œEasy shot, if you know guns.â€

â€œI talked to one of the bodyguards, he said they never thought about the other side of the lake. The lake was like a barrier, but itâ€™s only about a hundred and forty yards.â€

â€œGoddamnit,â€  Davenport  said.  â€œThey  might never  have  been  at  the  golf  course.  If  they  knew  he  was coming  out  tonight,  that  would  have  been  enough  to  wait here.â€

â€œWhat  about  machine  guns?â€  Virgil  asked  Roark. 

â€œWe talked to a guy . . .â€

Roark was shaking his head. â€œOne of the bodyguards freaked  out  and  hosed  down  a  ceramic  statue.  Blew  it  up, said  he  thought  the  guy  had  ducked  for  cover,  so  he  put  a couple more magazines into it.â€

â€œSo no machine guns?â€

â€œWe  think  it  was  one  shot,â€  Roark  said.  â€œBig gun. Warren never knew what hit him. Blew out a good piece of his head. He was dead before he hit the ground.â€

Davenport looked at Virgil. â€œYou think theyâ€™l  try for Knox?â€

â€œYeah.  They  donâ€™t  know  that  we  know  where  he isâ€”in fact, they think we  donâ€™t know where he is.â€

â€œBetter  get  your  ass  up  there,â€  Davenport  said. 

â€œIâ€™l  get you a plane, get some guys from the Bemidji office. Take some heavy shit with you.â€

â€œI gotta get back to my truck. . . .â€

â€œWeâ€™re not doing any good here. Letâ€™s go.â€

Â 

Â 

ON THE WAY OUT, Virgil got on his phone and cal ed Louis Jarlait  at  Red  Lake.  â€œLouis,  We  figured  out  the  lemon kil ers.  Three  Vietnamese,  two  guys  and  a  woman. 

Theyâ€™re headed your way; theyâ€™re going after a guy up on the Rainy River, outside of International Fal s. Iâ€™m flying  into  International  Fal s  tonight,  but  I  could  use  a  little helpâ€”guys who know their way around in the woods.â€

â€œI could get Rudy and go up there,â€  Jarlait said. 

â€œMan, Iâ€™d appreciate it. Weâ€™re gonna get some guys  from  the  BCA  office  in  Bemidji,  but  theyâ€™l   be

investigator types. We need some guys with deer rifles.â€

When  he  was  off  the  phone,  he  said  to  Davenport, â€œYou should talk to Sinclair tonight. Iâ€™m wondering if he  told  me  what  he  did  to  flush  Warren  out  in  the  open.  To make a predictable move.â€

â€œIâ€™l  do that. You take it easy up there.â€

As  they  came  up  to  his  truck,  Virgil  said,  â€œIâ€™m going to cal  you in about one minuteâ€”theyâ€™re probably stil   monitoring  my  truck,  and  Iâ€™m  going  to  tel   them  I donâ€™t know where Knox is. You might get a little pissed about that.â€

â€œIâ€™l  play,â€  Davenport said. 

Â 

Â 

IN THE TRUCK, headed down to the BCA office, Virgil got on  the  phone  to  Davenport,  shouting:  â€œWarrenâ€™s dead. They shot him at his house. . . .â€

Davenport:  â€œHave  you  found  Knox?  Where  the  hel   is Knox?â€

â€œI  donâ€™t  know.  His  daughter  says  he  does photography,  that  he  might  be  out  in  North  Dakota somewhere.  Maybe  I  could  put  out  a  BOLO  on  his  car, maybe with the North Dakota guys. I donâ€™t know where to take it. . . .â€

â€œHow  are  these  Vietnamese  finding  this  shit  out?â€

Davenport  demanded.  â€œWhere  are  they  getting  their information?â€

â€œGood fuckinâ€™ question,â€ Virgil said. â€œIâ€™l talk to Sinclair about that.â€

â€œYou said he wasnâ€™t home.â€

â€œHeâ€™s not. I donâ€™t know where the hel  he is,â€

Virgil  said.  â€œHeâ€™s  not  answering  his  cel .  Maybe heâ€™s with the Vietsâ€”he was some kind of fruitcake left-winger. . . .â€

â€œSo whatâ€™re you gonna do?â€

â€œIâ€™m  going  to  put  Shrake  outside  Sinclairâ€™s house.  If  he  comes  back,  we  nail  him.  Iâ€™m  gonna  head down to the office, start working the phones. Honest to God, we gotta find Knox. Maybe tomorrow morning we could drop something in the media, something that would get him to cal in.â€

â€œIf he sees it,â€ Davenport said. â€œMan, you gotta do better than this. You just gotta do better than this.â€

Â 

Â 

THEY SOUNDED pretty good, Virgil thought after he rang off. 

Heâ€™d have bought it. 

Virgil  stopped  first  at  the  BCA  office,  transferred  his

outdoors duffel to a state car, including head nets and cross-country  ski  gloves,  good  for  shooting  and  fending  off mosquitoes.  From  the  BCA  equipment  room,  he  got  armor and  an  M16  and  five  magazines  and  two  night-vision monoculars.  Driving  the  state  car,  he  stopped  at  the  motel, picked  up  a  jacket,  and  traded  his  cowboy  boots  for  hiking boots. 

Davenport  cal ed:  â€œGot  you  a  plane.  Theyâ€™l   pick you up at the St. Paul airport. Theyâ€™re starting three guys to International Fal s from Bemidji, but itâ€™s a ride. Itâ€™l take a while.â€

â€œItâ€™l   take  Mai  longer,  unless  theyâ€™re  flying,â€

Virgil said. â€œIf theyâ€™re flying, they stil  wonâ€™t be that far in front of us. Iâ€™m gonna try to cal  Knox, too. Tel  him to get the fuck out.â€

â€œTel   him  to  leave  the  lights  on,â€  Davenport  said. 

â€œTel  him to leave a car in the driveway. We need to pul them in there. We need to get this done with.â€

VIRGIL  CALLED  Knox,  and  this  time  the  phone  was answered.  Virgil  identified  himself  and  was  told  that  Knox was  in  bed.  â€œThen  get  him  out  of  bed,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œI need to talk to him, now.â€

Knox came up a minute later. â€œWhat happened?â€

â€œWarren  got  hit.  Heâ€™s  dead.  The  kil ers  are  a Vietnamese  intel  team,  apparently  after  revenge  for  the

Vietnamese  intel  team,  apparently  after  revenge  for  the â€™75 murders.â€

â€œI had nothing to do with that,â€ Knox said with some heat. 

â€œWel ,  they  donâ€™t  know  thatâ€”or  they  donâ€™t give  a  shit,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œAnyway,  theyâ€™re  headed your way. They know where you are.â€

A  few  seconds  of  silence,  then;  â€œHow  would  they  find that out?â€

â€œHel ,  man,  I  put  our  researcher  on  it,  and  she  found your place in an hour,â€ Virgil said. â€œYou pay taxes on it and deduct them from your income tax. That is, if youâ€™re on the Rainy River, outside of International Fal s.â€

â€œSonofabitch.â€ A moment of silence. Then: â€œYou donâ€™t think theyâ€™re here yet?â€

â€œNot  yet.  Not  even  if  theyâ€™re  flying,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œIâ€™m flying up now, Iâ€™ve got guys started up from Bemidji and Red Lake, and weâ€™re gonna ambush them. I need to know how to get into your place.â€

Knox  gave  him  directions,  right  down  to  the  tenth  of  the mile.  â€œItâ€™s  dark  out  here.  If  you  get  lost,  you  stay lost.â€

â€œIâ€™l  find it. I got GPS directions to the end of your driveway.  I  just  wasnâ€™t  too  sure  about  the  roads  out there,â€  Virgil said. â€œIn the meantime, you oughta get out

of there.â€

â€œThink so?â€

â€œYeah. Thereâ€™s nothing you can do at this point,â€

Virgil  said.  â€œDonâ€™t  use  your  cel   phones,  they  might have  some  way  to  track  them.  Just  go  out  somewhere  to  a resort and get a place for overnight.â€

â€œIâ€™l   leave  a  guy  here,  tel   you  about  the  security systems,â€  Knox said. â€œHe can help you out.â€

â€œThatâ€™d be great,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œOkay, then. Good luck. Iâ€™m outa here.â€

And he was gone. 

26

THE PILOTâ€™S name was Doug Wayne. He was a smal , mustachioed  highway  patrolman  who  looked  like  he  should be flying biplanes for Brits over France; he was waiting in his olive-drab Nomex flight suit in the general aviation pilotsâ€™

lounge at St. Paulâ€™s Holman Field. 

Virgil came through carrying a backpack with a change of clothes,  the  ammo  and  the  nightscopes  and  a  range  finder and  two  radios,  a  plastic  sack  with  two  doughnuts  and  two sixteen-ounce Diet Pepsis, and the M16 in a rifle case. 

Wayne  said,  â€œJust  step  through  the  security  scanner over there. . . .â€

â€œPlace  would  blow  up,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œWe ready?â€

â€œHow big a hurry are we in?â€

â€œBig hurry,â€  Virgil said. â€œBig as you got.â€

Â 

WAYNE  WAS  flying  the  highway  patrolâ€™s  Cessna Skylane, taken away from a Canadian drug dealer the year before. International Fal s was a little more than two hundred and fifty miles from St. Paul by air, and the Skylane cruised at one  hundred  forty-five  miles  per  hour.  â€œIf  you  got  two

bottles  of  soda  in  that  sack  .  .  .  I  mean,  I  hope  you  got  the bladder  for  it.  Weâ€™re  gonna  bounce  around  a  little,â€

Wayne said as they walked out to the flight line. 

â€œIâ€™l  pee on the floor,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œThatâ€™d make my day,â€  Wayne said. 

â€œJust  kiddinâ€™.  How  bad  are  we  going  to bounce?â€

Wayne said, â€œThereâ€™s a line of thunderstorms from about St. Cloud northeast to Duluth, headed east. We can go around  the  back  end,  no  problem,  but  thereâ€™l   stil   be some rough air.â€

They climbed in and stashed Virgilâ€™s gear in the back of  the  plane  and  locked  down  and  took  off.  St.  Paul  was gorgeous at night, the downtown lights on the bluffs reflecting off  the  Mississippi,  the  bridges  close  underneath,  but  they made the turn and were out of town in ten minutes. Looking down,  the  nightscape  was  a  checkerboard  of  smal   towns, clumps of light along I-35, the lights growing sparser as they diverged from the interstate route, heading slightly northwest. 

â€œGonna take a nap if I can,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œGood luck,â€  Wayne said. 

Virgil  liked  flying;  might  look  into  a  pilotâ€™s  license someday, when he could afford it. He asked, â€œHow much does a plane like this cost?â€

â€œNew? Maybe . . . four hundred thousand.â€

He closed his eyes and thought about how a cop would get four  hundred  thousand  dol arsâ€”write  a  book,  maybe,  but itâ€™d have to sel  big. Other than that . . . 

The drone of the plane and darkness started to carry him off. He thought about God, and after a while he went to sleep. 

He was aware, at some point, that the plane was shuddering, and he got the elevator feeling, but not too bad; and when he woke  up,  his  mouth  tasting  sour,  he  peered  out  at  what looked like the ocean: an expanse of blackness broken only occasional y by pinpoints of light. 

He cracked one of the Pepsis and asked, â€œWhere are we?â€

â€œYou  missed  al   the  good  stuff,â€  Wayne  said. 

â€œHad a light show for a while, off to the east. Weâ€™re about a half hour out of International Fal s. You were sleeping like a rock.â€

â€œIâ€™ve  been  hard-pushed  lately,â€  Virgil  said.  He looked at his watch: nearly one in the morning. Took out his cel  phone: no service. 

â€œYou wonâ€™t get service until weâ€™re ten minutes out,â€ 

Wayne 

said. 

â€œWeâ€™re 

talking 

vast

wasteland.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  TRIED  AGAIN  when  they  could  see  the  lights  of International Fal s and Louis Jarlait came up. â€œWeâ€™re just  out  of  town,â€  Jarlait  said.  â€œWhere  do  you  want  to hook up?â€

â€œPick  me  up  at  the  airport.  We  got  some  BCA  guys coming up from Bemidji.â€

â€œI  talked  to  them.  Theyâ€™re  probably  a  half  hour behind us, they had to get their shit together.â€

â€œOkay. Iâ€™l  get them on the phone, bring them into Knoxâ€™s  place,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œWe  need  to  check  at the airport and see if they had any smal -plane flights in the last hour or so with some Vietnamese on board.â€

â€œIâ€™l  ask while weâ€™re waiting for you.â€

â€œCareful. You might walk in right on top of them.â€

Virgil  couldnâ€™t  reach  the  BCA  agents  from  Bemidji: they were stil  too far out in the bogs. 

WAYNE WAS going to turn the plane around and head back to  the  Cities.  Virgil  thanked  him  for  the  flight,  and  he  said, â€œNo problem. I love getting out in the night.â€

Louis  Jarlait  and  Rudy  Bunch  were  waiting  when  Virgil came  off  the  flight  line:  â€œNo  smal   planes,  no Vietnamese,â€  Bunch said. 

â€œSo  theyâ€™re  traveling  by  car.  That  was  the  most

likely  thing  anyway,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œThey  wonâ€™t  be here for at least a couple of hours.â€

They loaded into Bunchâ€™s truck, Virgil in the backseat, and  Virgil  asked,  â€œWhat  kind  of  weapons  you  got?  You got armor?â€

â€œWe  got  armor,  we  got  helmets,  we  got  rifles. 

Weâ€™re  good,â€  Jarlait  said.  â€œGoddamn,  I  been waiting for this. I canâ€™t believe this is happening.â€

â€œYouâ€™ve been waiting for it?â€

â€œI was in Vietnam when I was nineteenâ€”coming up on forty  years  ago,â€  Jarlait  said.  â€œWeâ€™d  send  these patrols  out,  you  could  never  find  shit.  I  mean,  it  was  their country.  Those  Vietcongs,  man,  they  were  country  people, they  knew  their  way  around  out  there.â€  Jarlait  turned  with his arm over the seat so he could look at Virgil. â€œBut up here, manâ€”this is  our jungle. I walk around in these woods every day of my life. Gettinâ€™ some of those Vietcongs in here, itâ€™s like a gift from God.â€

â€œI donâ€™t think theyâ€™re Vietcong,â€  Bunch said. 

â€œClose enough,â€  Jarlait said. 

â€œYeah,  about  the  time  youâ€™re  thinking  youâ€™re creeping around like a shadow, one of them is gonna jump up with a huntinâ€™ knife and open up your old neck like a can of fruit juice,â€  Bunch said. 

Virgil was looking at a map. â€œTake a right. We need to get over to the country club.â€

â€œNobody  gonna  creep  up  on  me,â€  Jarlait  said. 

â€œIâ€™m doing the creeping.â€

Â 

Â 

THE  DRIVEWAY  into  Knoxâ€™s  place  branched  off  Golf Course Road, running around humps and bogs for a half mile through a tunnel of tal  overhanging pines down to the Rainy River.  The  night  was  dark  as  a  coal  sack,  their  headlights barely picking out the contours of the graveled driveway. Not a place to get into, or out of, quickly, not in the dark. 

â€œWeird  place  to  build  a  cabin,â€  Bunch  said. 

â€œYouâ€™re on the wrong side of the fal sâ€”if you were on  the  other  side,  youâ€™d  be  two  minutes  out  of  Rainy Lake.â€

â€œHe  didnâ€™t  build  it  for  the  fishing,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œI think he built it so he and his pals can get in and out of Canada  without  disturbing  anyone.  The  rumor  is,  he  deals stolen Caterpil ar equipment al  over western Canada.â€

Knoxâ€™s  house  was  a  sprawling  log  cabin,  built  from two-foot-thick pine logs and fieldstone; the logs were maple-syrup brown in the headlights. The house sat fifty yards back from the water on a low rise, or swel , above the rest of the land.  A  pinkish  sodium-vapor  yard  light,  and  another  one

down by a dock, provided the only ambient light. Across the water, Virgil could see another light reflecting off a roof on the Canadian side. 

â€œHow  far  you  think  that  is  to  the  other  side?â€  he asked Bunch as they parked. He was thinking about Warren, and how heâ€™d been shot across the lake. 

â€œTwo hundred and fifty yards?â€

â€œFurther than that,â€  Jarlait said. 

Virgil  fished  his  range  finder  out  of  the  backpack  and, when  they  stepped  out  of  the  truck,  put  them  on  the  distant roof. â€œHuh.â€

â€œWhat is it?â€  Bunch asked. 

â€œThree-eighty from here to the house over there.â€

â€œTold you,â€  Jarlait said. 

â€œI meant that the water was two hundred yards.â€

â€œYeah, bul shit . . .â€

Virgil said, â€œThe main thing is, I think itâ€™s too long to risk a shot. Theyâ€™l  have to come in on this sideâ€”they canâ€™t shoot from over there.â€

â€œI shot an elk at three-fifty,â€  Bunch said. 

â€œGuyâ€™s  a  lot  smal er  than  an  elk  .  .  .  and thereâ€™re  enough  trees  in  the  way  that  they  canâ€™t  be sure  theyâ€™d  even  get  a  shot.  If  theyâ€™re  coming  in, 

itâ€™l  be on this side.â€

Â 

Â 

A MAN SPOKE in the dark: â€œWho are you guys?â€

He was so close, and so loud, that Virgil flinchedâ€”but he was stil  alive, so he said, â€œVirgil Flowers.â€

He  saw  movement,  and  the  man  stepped  out  of  a  line  of trees. He was carrying an assault-style rifle and was wearing a head net and gloves. â€œIâ€™m Sean Raines, I work for Carl. Better come in, we can work out what weâ€™re gonna do.â€

Inside,  the  place  was  simply  a  luxury  home,  finished  in maple  and  birch,  with  a  sunken  living  room  looking  out across the river through a glass wal , and a television the size of  Virgilâ€™s  living-room  carpet.  Raines  was  a  compact man wearing jeans and a camouflage jacket. He peeled off the head net to reveal pale blue eyes and a knobby, rough-complected face; like a tough Kentucky hil bil y, Virgil thought. 

Virgil asked, â€œWhat about the windows?â€

â€œCanâ€™t see in,â€ Raines said. â€œYou canâ€™t see  it  from  this  side,  but  theyâ€™re  mirrored.  How  many guys you think are coming?â€

â€œProbably  three,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œTwo  guys  and  a woman.  Theyâ€™ve  got  a  rifleâ€”hel ,  they  probably  got

anything they want.â€

â€œThey any good in the woods?â€

â€œDonâ€™t know,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œItâ€™s gonna be just us four?â€  Raines asked. 

â€œWe got three more guys coming from Bemidji, oughta be here pretty quick.â€ As he said it, Virgil pul ed his phone from his pocket and punched up the number heâ€™d been given. 

He got an answer: â€œPaul Queenen.â€

â€œPaul, this is Virgil Flowers. Where are you guys?â€

â€œFifteen,  twenty  minutes  south  of  town  on  71,â€

Queenen said. 

â€œStay on 71 until you get to Country Club Road.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  GAVE  THEM  instructions  on  getting  in  and  then Raines took the three of them to an electronics room to look at the security system. â€œWe got some deer around, so we keep  the  audio  alarms  off  most  the  time,  but  Iâ€™ve  got them set to beep us tonight. . . .â€

Knox  had  a  dozen  video  cameras  set  out  in  the  woods, feeding views into three smal  black-and-white monitors, al  of which were a blank gray. â€œWhen you hear an alarm, you

get a beep and an LED flashes on the area panel,â€ Raines said. He touched a ten-inch-long metal strip with a series of dark-red LEDs in numbered boxes. Above the LED strip was a map of Knoxâ€™s property, divided into numbered zones that  corresponded  to  the  LEDs.  â€œWhen  you  get  a  flash, you can punch up the monitor and get a view of the area . . . 

you almost always see a deer, though weâ€™ve had bears going  through.  Sometimes  you  donâ€™t  see  anything because theyâ€™re out of range of the camera.â€

â€œBut in the dark like this . . .â€

â€œThe  cameras  see  into  the  infrared,  and  there  are infrared lights mounted with the cameras,â€  Raines said. He reached  over  to  another  numbered  panel,  ful   of  keyboard-style numbered buttons, and tapped On. One of the monitors flickered  and  a  black-and-white  image  came  up:  trees,  in harsh outline. 

â€œYouâ€™l  notice that there isnâ€™t as much brush as youâ€™d  expectâ€”Carl  keeps  it  trimmed  out  pretty  good. 

The trees are bigger than youâ€™d expect, because he has them thinned. He wants it to look sorta normal, but when you get  into  it,  you  can  see  a  lot  further  than  if  it  was  just untouched woods.â€

â€œHow  does  it  pick  up  movement?â€  Bunch  asked. 

â€œRadar?â€

â€œTheyâ€™re  dual-modeâ€”microwave  and  infrared  to

pick up body heat.â€

Raines  had  worked  through  a  defensive  setup. 

â€œWhoeverâ€™s covering the system has to know where our guys are at. You donâ€™t want to be turning on the lights if  you  donâ€™t  have  to,  because  youâ€™ve  got  your  own guys moving around. If somebodyâ€™s coming in with high-end  night-vision  goggles,  some  of  those  can  see  into  the infrared. Itâ€™d be like turning on a floodlight for them.â€

Virgil looked at his watch. â€œI donâ€™t think theyâ€™l get  here  until  daylight  anyway,â€  he  said.  â€œNot  unless they flew, and then theyâ€™d stil  have to drive.â€

They  got  a  beep  then,  and  Raines  switched  one  of  the monitor views, and they saw a fuzzy heat-blob moving across the screen. â€œItâ€™s smal â€”probably a doe,â€ he said. 

He  flicked  on  the  infrared  lights  and  they  saw  the  doe, wandering undisturbed through the trees. 

â€œHel  of a system,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

TWO OR THREE minutes later, as they were headed back to the  living  room,  the  security  system  beeped  again  and  they went  back  to  look  at  the  monitors.  â€œCar  coming  in,â€

Raines said. He touched one of the monitors and they saw a truck coming toward them, down the driveway. 

â€œBemidji,â€  Bunch said. 

â€œBemidji,â€  Bunch said. 

â€œWe oughta put the trucks in the garageâ€”too many of them,  theyâ€™l   get  worried.  If  they  spot  them,â€  Jarlait said. 

Â 

Â 

THE  THREE  AGENTS  from  Bemidjiâ€”Paul  Queenen, Chuck  Whiting,  Larry  McDonaldâ€”brought  assault  rifles, armor, and radios. With the handsets that Virgil already had, thereâ€™d  be  enough  for  everyone.  They  gathered  in Knoxâ€™s den, where he had a Macintosh computer with a thirty-inch  video  display,  and  Virgil  cal ed  up  Google  Earth and put a satel ite view of Knoxâ€™s property on the screen. 

â€œOveral , I see two possibilities,â€  Virgil said, touching the  screen.  â€œFirst,  they  come  in  by  water,  which wouldnâ€™t surprise me if theyâ€™ve looked at this picture, and  they  probably  have.  They  could  grab  a  boat,  or  bring oneâ€”a canoe or a jon boatâ€”throw it in the water, and drift right along the shore. Theyâ€™d probably come in from the south,  but  they  could  come  in  from  either  direction,  so  we have  to  watch  both.  The  second  possibility  is  that  al theyâ€™ve got is a car, or a truck, and they come in from the highway . . . but they wonâ€™t want to park in the open, so theyâ€™l  have to ditch the truck here or here.â€

When he finished, one of the Bemidji agents said, â€œYou know, thereâ€™re only two highways in here.â€ He tapped

the screen. â€œIf you put roadblocks here and here . . . they gotta hit them. If you had some guys hiding off-road, south of the roadblocks, and if somebody turned and ran, they could block them south. Trap them.â€

â€œI  thought  of  that,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œOne  problem: weâ€™d  have  some  dead  cops.  These  people  have  no reason not to fight. Theyâ€™ve already kil ed seven or eight people,  theyâ€™re  here  il egal y,  and  they  could  be considered  spies.  Probably  would  be.  If  we  catch  them, theyâ€™l   go  away  forever.  So  if  theyâ€™re  suddenly jumped  by  a  roadblock,  my  feeling  is  that  theyâ€™d  go  for itâ€”theyâ€™d try to shoot their way through. And they might have any kind of weapons. 

â€œThe other problem is, weâ€™ve got Canada here.â€

Virgil traced the border on the satel ite view. â€œThey could literal y swim to a country where we have no authority, if they could shoot their way to the river. If they get to Canada, I have a feeling we lose them.â€

â€œProbably  would,â€  another  of  the  agents  said. 

â€œTheir  crimes  are  federal  capital  crimes.  Canada wouldnâ€™t extradite. Weâ€™d have to make some weird kind  of  deal.  I  donâ€™t  think  the  politicians  would  go  for itâ€”let Canada tel  us what we could do.â€

â€œOne more thing,â€ Virgil said. â€œTheyâ€™ve been working  this  operation  for  a  year.  Theyâ€™re  not  stupid; 

theyâ€™l  have alternative plans. I thought about things like, what if they ditched al  their weapons down in the Cities and flew  into  Fort  Frances?  They  walk  through  Canadian customs, pick up a prepositioned weapons cache and a boat over  there,  cross  the  river,  hit  Knox,  cross  back,  and  head out.â€

They al  looked at the map, then Jarlait chuckled and said, â€œWish  youâ€™d  mentioned  that  sooner.  If  they  did  that, they could be here right now.â€

â€œNo.  Not  on  the  alarm  system,â€  Raines  said. 

â€œWeâ€™l  see them comingâ€”might only have a minute or two, but weâ€™l  see them.â€

â€œMaybe  theyâ€™ve  got  invisibility  cloaks,â€  Bunch said. 

Raines said, â€œWel , then weâ€™re fucked.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL SAT staring at the map until Bunch prodded him and asked, â€œWhat do we do, boss?â€

Virgil said, â€œOur biggest problem is that we donâ€™t know  the  territory,  and  we  donâ€™t  have  time  to  learn  it. 

Canâ€™t  see  in  the  woods,  but  we  canâ€™t  help  it, because  if  theyâ€™re  coming  at  al ,  theyâ€™re  coming tonight. By tomorrow, theyâ€™ve got to figure theyâ€™l  be al   over  the  media.  That  Knox  wil   know  that  theyâ€™re

al   over  the  media.  That  Knox  wil   know  that  theyâ€™re coming and wil  get out. And Iâ€™ve set them up to think that I  donâ€™t  know  where  this  house  is  .  .  .  if  theyâ€™re  stil monitoring  my  truck.  So:  I  think  theyâ€™l   come  in  fast,  but there arenâ€™t many of them.â€

He looked at Jarlait and Bunch. â€œI want you two guys at the corners of the property, on the river, looking for boats.â€

He touched the two corners on the video map. â€œI want you deep under cover, I want you to literal y find a hole, and then, not move. Nothing sticking up but your head. Theyâ€™ve got starlight  scopes  and  night-vision  glasses.  If  they  come  in,  I just want a warning so we can reposition everybody else.â€

To  the  Bemidji  guys:  â€œI  want  you  three  on  the  land side.â€  He  pointed  at  the  video  display:  â€œHere,  here, and here.â€

â€œI want everybody on the ground, hidden. Your main job wil   be  to  spot  these  guys  so  we  can  build  a  trap  as  they come in.â€

â€œYou mean, ambush them,â€  Whiting said. 

Virgil  nodded.  â€œThatâ€™s  what  it  comes  to.  Iâ€™m going to ask Sean to monitor the security system. If anybody sees or hears anything, you cal  on the radio. Bunch of clicks and  your  name.  Thatâ€™s  al .  When  they  come  in,  you  let them past and then get ready to close from the back. Sean wil  vector you in behind them. If they come in spread out, that means  theyâ€™l   be  hooked  up  by  radio.  If  theyâ€™re

operating  as  a  sniper  team,  I  expect  at  least  two  wil   come together,  a  spotter  and  a  shooter.  Gotta  watch  out  for  the third one. 

â€œIf they come in from the river, I want the land-side guys to ral y down here on the house; if they come in from the land-side,  I  want  Jarlait  and  Bunch  to  ral y  up  to  the  house,â€

Virgil  said.  â€œIâ€™l   be  here  with  Sean  until  something pops  up,  and  then  Iâ€™l   go  out  to  face  them.  By  staying here, I can go in any direction.â€

â€œAnd stay out of the mosquitoes,â€  Bunch said. 

â€œAnd  drink  beer  and  watch  TV,â€  Virgil  said.  He looked at his watch. â€œI want to get us out and get spotted right now. So get armored up, get warm, get your head nets on, get plugged into the radios. Find a comfortable place to lie down and then check in with us.â€

Raines  said,  â€œBest  if  itâ€™s  in  a  ditch  or  low  spot, someplace  that  wil   minimize  your  heat  signature,  in  case they have infrared imaging capability. Get low.â€

â€œIf  everything  works  perfectly,  if  they  come  in  and  we drop the net around them, Iâ€™l  try to talk to them,â€ Virgil said. â€œIf they make a run for it, wel , stay down and make sure you know what youâ€™re shooting at. Anybody running has  got  to  be  them.  Got  that?  Nobody  runs.  We  donâ€™t want any of us shot by any of us.â€

He looked around. â€œIf anybody gets hurt, cal  it in if you

can, and weâ€™l  make you the first priority. First priority is â€˜Donâ€™t  get  hurt.â€™  Catching  these  people  is  the second priority, okay? Donâ€™t get your ass shot.â€

He  turned  to  Raines.  â€œYou  know  where  the  hospital is?â€

Raines nodded. 

â€œThen youâ€™re in charge of making the hospital run if anybody  gets  knocked  down.  Them  or  us,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œOne  thing  to  remember  is,  theyâ€™re  coming  in  here expecting to be on the offensive. Theyâ€™ve got to come to us. We donâ€™t have to maneuver; we just have to snap the trap.  Okay?  So  letâ€™s  put  your  armor  on  and  get  out there.â€

To  Raines:  â€œOne  more  thing:  if  thereâ€™s  shooting, and I canâ€™t do it, I want you to cal  the sheriffâ€™s office and  tel   them  whatâ€™s  up.  Tel   them  that  itâ€™s  a  BCA operation.  We  donâ€™t  want  any  locals  to  come  crashing through and get mixed up with us, or with the Vietnamese.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL AND  Paul  Queenen  moved  the  BCA  truck  into  the garage, and on the way back in, Queenen looked up at the overcast  sky  and  asked,  â€œWhat  if  they  donâ€™t  come in?â€

â€œThen they donâ€™t. But if theyâ€™re monitoring my truck, and they should be, itâ€™s been like the ace in their hand  .  .  .  then  they  know  weâ€™ve  tumbled  to  them.  They know when people start watching TV, everybody in the state wil   be  looking  for  them.  If  they  donâ€™t  move  tonight, theyâ€™l   have  to  give  it  up.â€  Virgil  looked  at  his  watch again. â€œTheyâ€™ve got to be getting close.â€

â€œIf they come.â€

â€œThey wil ,â€ Virgil said. â€œI talked to the woman a couple  days  ago.  Maiâ€”Hoa.  Told  her  I  didnâ€™t  know where  Knox  is  hiding.  I  said  it  again  tonight,  in  the  truck. 

Soâ€”this is their last chance.â€

â€œWhy did you tel  her that? Did you already know she was in it?â€

â€œNo.â€ Virgil thought about it for a minute, then said, â€œI donâ€™t know why I told her that.â€

Â 

Â 

FIFTEEN  MINUTES  LATER,  al   five  men  were  at  their stands. Al  five were deer hunters, they were al  camouflaged and armored and netted and settled in, earbuds operating. 

Virgil  piled  his  armor  in  the  hal way  leading  to  the electronics  room.  He  slipped  into  a  soft  camo  turkey-hunterâ€™s jacket, put a magazine in each of four separate pockets so they wouldnâ€™t rattle, another one seated in the

pockets so they wouldnâ€™t rattle, another one seated in the rifle,  a  shel   jacked  into  the  chamber.  He  jumped  up  and down a few times to make sure that nothing rattled, then piled the jacket and rifle next to the armor and walked around the house turning off lights. 

When the place was dark, he pul ed a couple of cushions off the couch in the living room, got a towel from the kitchen, and carried them to the electronics room, where Raines was sitting in a dimmed-down light, watching the monitors. 

Virgil tossed the cushions on the floor, lay down on them, put  the  towel  across  his  eyes,  got  out  the  second  bottle  of Pepsi, took a sip. â€œEverybody spotted?â€

â€œYes. I can barely see them, even on the infrared. They got themselves some holes.â€

A  moment  of  silence,  then  Virgil  asked,  â€œHowâ€™d you get this job?â€

Raines said, â€œGot out of the Crotch, couldnâ€™t get a job,  so  a  guy  got  me  a  shot  as  a  doorman  at  a  club.  You know. I met some guys doing security for rock stars, thought I could do that, and thatâ€™s what I did.â€

â€œWhat rock stars do you know?â€

He  shrugged  again.  â€œAh,  you  know.  I  donâ€™t  know any of them, but Iâ€™ve ridden around with most of them one time  or  another.  Iâ€™m  the  guy  who  gets  out  of  the  limo first.â€

â€œWhatâ€™d you do in the Crotch?â€

â€œRifleman, mostlyâ€”though the last year I spent mostly on shore patrol.â€

â€œYeah? I was an MP,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œTel  you what,â€ Raines said. â€œI was in Iraq One. I did  a  lot  more  fighting  as  an  SP  than  I  ever  did  in  Iraq. 

Especial y  those  fuckinâ€™  squids,  man.  When  the  fleet  is in, Jesus Christ, you just donâ€™t want to be there.â€

â€œI  was  in  Fort  Lauderdale  once  when  a  British  ship came in,â€ Virgil said, relaxing into the time-kil ing chatter. 

â€œThe  people  that  came  off  that  boat  were  the  pinkest people  I  ever  saw.  Absolutely  pink,  like  babiesâ€™  butts. 

You could see them six blocks away, they glowed in the dark. 

I went down to a place on the beach that night, you could hear the screaming a block away, and then the sirens started up, and  when  I  got  there,  here  was  twenty  buck-naked  pink British  sailors  in  the  goddamnedest  brawl.  .  .  .  Man.  They were throwing  cops out of the club.â€

So they bul shitted through an hour, and once every fifteen minutes  or  so  Raines  would  start  cal ing  names,  getting  a click from each. 

Raines  said,  â€œWe  looked  you  up  on  the  Internet.  Me â€™nâ€™ Knox.â€

â€œYeah?â€

â€œSaw  that  thing  about  the  shoot-out,  that  smal -town deal, with the preacher and the dope. Sounded like a war,â€

Raines said. 

â€œIt  was like a war,â€ Virgil said. The towel on his eyes was  comfortable,  but  not  being  able  to  see  Raines  was annoying. â€œClose as I ever want to come.â€

Raines  said,  â€œBut  here  you  are  again,  automatic weapons, body armor . . .â€

â€œJust . . . coincidence,â€  Virgil said. â€œI hope.â€

Â 

Â 

THE VIETNAMESE came in. 

Fifteen clicks, a solid, fast rhythm, and one muttered word, â€œBunch,â€  carrying nothing but urgency. 

â€œItâ€™s  Bunch,â€  Raines  said.  â€œI  donâ€™t  see shit  on  the  monitor.â€  He  picked  up  a  radio  and  said, â€œThatâ€™s  Bunch  clicking,  folks.  Bunch:  one  click  if  by land, two if theyâ€™re on the water.â€

Pause: two clicks. 

Raines:  â€œBunch.  One  click  if  itâ€™s  likely  some fishermen. Several clicks if itâ€™s likely the Viets.â€

Pause: several clicks. 

Raines: â€œClick how many there are.â€

Pause, then: five slow clicks. 

Virgil  had  crawled  into  the  hal way  and  closed  the  door against the light, pul ed the armor over his head, patted the Velcro closures, pul ed on the jacket, pul ed on the head net and  the  shooting  gloves.  His  eyes  were  good,  already accustomed  to  the  dark.  He  could  hear  Raines  talking  to Bunch. 

Raines:  â€œWe  got  five  clicks.  Give  us  several  clicks  if thatâ€™s correct.â€

Pause: several clicks. 

Raines:  â€œOne  click  if  theyâ€™re  stil   outside  of  your position. Several clicks if theyâ€™re past your position.â€

Pause: several clicks. 

Raines said through the door, â€œBunch says theyâ€™re inside his position, but Iâ€™ve got nothing yet. We got a bad angle to the south. . . .â€

Virgil plugged in the earbud, said, â€œIâ€™m going.â€

Raines said, â€œIt could be a fake-out. A diversion.â€

â€œI donâ€™t think theyâ€™ve got enough people for a diversion.  Tel   the  other  guys  to  hold  their  positions  until youâ€™re sure. Iâ€™m going out to face them.â€

Raines said, â€œWaitâ€”wait. I got heat. I got heat, right along  the  bank,  theyâ€™re  two  hundred  yards  out, 

theyâ€™re  al   together,  theyâ€™re  running  right  along  the bank.â€

â€œIâ€™m going,â€  Virgil said. â€œIâ€™l  lock the door going out. Keep your piece handy.â€

Â 

Â 

HE WENT OUT the back door, moved as slowly as he could across the parking area, onto the grass, through a carpet of pine needles, along to the edge of the woods, almost to the river.  When  he  sensed  the  water,  he  turned  left,  into  the woods,  where  he  ran  into  a  tree.  He  couldnâ€™t  use  the night-vision  glasses  because  theyâ€™d  ruin  his  night  sight. 

Just  have  to  take  it  slower.  He  moved,  inches  at  a  time, taking baby steps, one hand out in front, through the edge of the trees. 

Raines  spoke  in  his  ear.  â€œTheyâ€™re  landing. 

Theyâ€™re  seventy-five  yards  south  of  youâ€”or  west,  or whatever it is. Iâ€™m going to pul  the guys on the land side, bring  them  down  to  the  cabin.  If  youâ€™ve  got  a  problem with that, clickâ€”otherwise, go on.â€

Virgil moved deeper into the woods, felt the land going out from under him. A gul y of some kind, a swale, running down toward the water. He moved down into it, felt the ground get soggy, then he was up the far side: couldnâ€™t see anything. 

At the top of the swale, he found another tree, a big one. 

The position felt good, so he stopped. 

Raines: â€œVirgil, Iâ€™ve got you stopped. If youâ€™re okay, give me a click.â€

Virgil found the radio talk-button and clicked it. 

Rainesâ€™s voice was calm, col ected, steady: â€œI got a heat mass moving out of the boat, one stil  in it. Now I got two,  okay,  they  spread  out  a  little,  Iâ€™ve  got  four  heat masses moving up on the bank. Theyâ€™re grouping again. 

Theyâ€™re  stopped.  Bunch,  youâ€™re  behind  them. 

Youâ€™l   be  shooting  toward  Virgil  if  you  shoot  past themâ€”see if you can move further away from the river and toward  the  house.  Looks  like  theyâ€™re  gonna  stay  along the bank. One guy is stil  in the boat.â€

Raines: â€œBemidji guys, youâ€™re right on top of each other, do you see each other? Give me a click if you do.â€

 Click.   â€œOkay,  spread  out,  we  want  a  line  between  the west  edge  of  the  house  running  down  to  the  river  .  .  . 

thatâ€™s good . . . now moving forward. . . . Careful, you got Jarlait closing in along the bank. Jarlait, you might be moving too fast, take it easy.â€

Raines kept talking them through it, the Bemidji cops and Jarlait closing on Virgil, the heat signatures by the river hardly moving at al . Raines final y said, â€œOkay, everybody stop. I think  these  guys  are  waiting  for  a  little  light.  Bemidji  guys, Virgilâ€™s about fifty yards straight ahead of you. Virgil, the

four  who  got  out  of  the  boat  are  stil   in  a  group,  theyâ€™re maybe  fifty  yards  straight  ahead  of  you.  Bunch,  youâ€™re good.  Wait  there,  or  someplace  close.  Looks  a  little  lighter out there . . . sunâ€™l  be up in an hour.â€

Â 

Â 

THEY  WAITED,  nobody  moving,  soothed  by  Raines. 

â€œEverybody stay loose, stay loose . . .â€

Virgil first imagined that the sky was growing brighter, then admitted  to  himself  that  it  wasnâ€™t:  a  common  deer-hunting  phenomenon.  Then  it  did  get  brighter,  slowly,  and Virgil  could  see  the  tips  of  trees,  and  then  the  tips  of branches,  and  then  a  squirrel  got  pissed  somewhere  and started chattering, and the woods began to wake up. 

â€œTheyâ€™re moving,â€  Raines said. â€œTheyâ€™re coming  in  two  plus  two.  Two  are  going  further  up  the  bank, two  are  coming  right  at  you,  Virgil.  Theyâ€™re  closing, youâ€™l  see them, if you can see them, in about a minute. . . 

. Rest of you guys, donâ€™t shoot Virgil. Bunch, the second two  are  as  high  on  the  bank  as  you  are,  youâ€™re  behind them,  theyâ€™re  moving  toward  the  cabin.  .  .  .  Virgil,  you should see them anytime.â€

Virgil sensed movement in front of him, thumbed the radio button, said as quietly as he could, â€œRudy, Iâ€™m gonna yel . Your guys may move.â€

â€œI think they heard youâ€”they stopped,â€ Raines said in  Virgilâ€™s  ear.  â€œChrist,  theyâ€™re  not  more  than twenty-five yards away.â€

From out in front of him, a womanâ€™s voice said quietly, â€œVirgil?â€

Virgil  eased  a  little  lower  down  the  slope  of  the  gul y, thumbed the radio button so everybody could hear him, and said,  â€œMaiâ€”weâ€™re  looking  at  you  on  thermal imaging  equipment,  and  on  visual  cameras  up  in  the  trees. 

We can see al  of you. Weâ€™ve got you boxed, and there are  a  lot  more  of  us  than  there  are  of  you.  Give  it  up  or weâ€™l  kil  you.â€

There  was  a  heavy  thud  as  something  hit  the  far  side  of Virgilâ€™s tree, and Virgil realized in an instant what it was, and  flopped  down  the  bank  and  covered  his  eyes  and  the grenade  went  with  a  flash  and  a  deafening  blast,  and  a machine gun started up the hil  and Virgil thought,  Rudy,  and he rol ed up and a burst of automatic-weapon fire seemed to explode  over  his  head,  coming  from  where  Jarlait  should have been, and he heard somebody scream and then there was  a  sudden  silence  and  he  could  hear  Raines  talking: â€œRudy, heâ€™s up above you, circling around you, back up if you can, back up, you see him, you see him?â€

More gunfire, and then Bunch shouted, â€œI got him, but Iâ€™m hit, Iâ€™m hit, ah, Jesus, Iâ€™m hit . . .â€

Raines said, â€œVirgil, youâ€™ve got one not moving in front of you, one moving away.â€

Jarlait: â€œI got the one in front of Virgil, I had him dead in my sights.â€

Raines: â€œWe got one moving down to the water, Jarlait, if you move sideways down to the water you might be able to see them, you might have to move forward. . . . Virgil, you can move forward. . . . Paul, can you and your guys get to Rudy? 

Can you get to Rudy?â€

Queenen  said,  â€œI  can  hear  him,  but  whereâ€™s  the other guy, is he stil  there?â€

â€œHeâ€™s not moving, he may be down, Iâ€™m going to il uminate with the IR . . . okay, I can see him, he looks like heâ€™s down, heâ€™s on his back, if you go straight ahead you should get to Rudy. . . . Rudy, I can see Rudy waving . . . 

Rudy, the guy above you is moving, but not much. Heâ€™s crawling, I think, can you see him?â€

And Queenen said, â€œIs Rudy moving? Is Rudy crawling, I can see a guy crawlingâ€”â€ Rudy shouted, â€œNo,â€ in the  open,  and  Queenen  opened  up,  ten  fast  shots,  and Raines,  his  voice  stil   cool,  said,  â€œI  think  you  rol ed him.â€

Â 

Â 

JARLAIT  SHOUTED,  in  the  open,  â€œI  canâ€™t  see

JARLAIT  SHOUTED,  in  the  open,  â€œI  canâ€™t  see them.â€

Virgil  moved.  The  light  was  coming  up  fast,  and  he  went forward, and Raines said in his ear, â€œVirgil, I canâ€™t tel if the guy in front of you is down, but heâ€™s not moving at al . The other one is down at the water.â€

Virgil moved again, fast dodging moves from tree to tree. 

Raines  cal ed,  â€œYouâ€™re  right  on  top  of  him,  heâ€™s just downhil .â€

Virgil saw the body: Phem, with a rifle. He was lying on his back,  looking  sightlessly  at  the  brightening  sky,  the  last  he would ever have seen; his chest had been torn to pieces. 

Virgil could hear Maiâ€™s voice, cal ing out to somebody, the tone urgent, wel  ahead, but couldnâ€™t make out what she was saying. Vietnamese? 

Queenen:  â€œOkay,  the  first  guyâ€™s  dead.  .  .  .  Larry, watch  me,  Iâ€™m  moving  over  to  the  left,  you  see  me? 

Watch right up the hil  there . . . Iâ€™m gonna make a move here.â€

A few seconds, then Queenen: â€œOkay, the second guy is dead. Rudy, where are you?â€

Raines cal ed: â€œTheyâ€™re moving, theyâ€™re on the water . . . theyâ€™re moving fast . . .â€

Virgil  heard  somebody  crashing  along  the  riverbank, assumed  it  was  Jarlait,  and  then  a  long  burst  of  automatic-

weapon  fire,  interspersed  with  tracers,  chewed  up  the riverbank and cut back into the woods and he went down. 

Raines: â€œLouis, are you okay?â€

â€œIâ€™m  okay.  Jesus,  they  almost  shot  me.â€  His breath was hoarse through the walkie-talkie; another old guy. 

Another  long  burst,  then  another,  and  Virgil  realized  that somebodyâ€”Mai?  â€”was  loading  magazines  and  hosing down  the  woods  as  thoroughly  as  possible,  keeping  them stepping and jiving until they could get down the river, in the boat, to wherever their vehicle was. 

He  left  Phem  and  hurried  forward  through  the  trees, crashing  around,  knowing  he  was  noisy,  and  another  burst slashed  and  ricocheted  around  him,  and  he  went  down again, and somebody shouted, â€œMan,â€  and then, on the radio, â€œThat last one . . . Iâ€™m bleeding, but I donâ€™t think itâ€™s too bad.â€

Virgil  thought,  Shit,   turned  back  to  help  out,  then  heard Jarlait  yel   to  the  wounded  man,  â€œI  see  you.  Iâ€™m coming  your  way,  donâ€™t  shoot  me,  Iâ€™m  coming  your way.â€

Virgil  turned  and  jogged  through  the  woods,  fifty  yards,  a hundred  yards,  Raines  cal ing  into  his  ear,  â€œIâ€™m gonna lose you in a minute, Virgil, theyâ€™re already off my screens . . . Iâ€™m losing you . . .â€

Virgil ran another fifty yards, to a muddy little point, risked a move  to  the  water.  The  morning  fog  hung  two  or  three  feet deep  over  the  water,  wisps  here  and  there,  and  Virgil  saw only  a  flash  of  them,  three  or  four  hundred  yards  away, heading into the Canadian side, around another bend in the river; they disappeared in a quarter second, behind a screen of wil ows. No soundâ€”they were using a trol ing motor. He put  his  aim  point  a  foot  high,  where  he  thought  theyâ€™d gone,  and  dumped  the  whole  magazine  at  them.  When  he ran  dry,  he  kicked  the  empty  mag  out,  jammed  in  another, and  dumped  thirty  more  rounds  into  the  trees  about  where the boat should have been. 

He  thumbed  the  radio  and  shouted,  â€œIâ€™m  coming back, watch me, Iâ€™m running back.â€

When he got back to the house, Jarlait was there, standing over McDonald, as one of the trucks backed across the yard toward  them.  Jarlait  looked 

at 

Virgil 

and 

said, 

â€œRudyâ€™s hit in the back. Heâ€™s hurt. This guyâ€™s got  a  bad  cut  on  his  scalp,  but  not  too  bad.  Needs  some stitches.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL SAID, â€œSo what are you up to?â€

â€œWhat?â€

He  nodded  down  to  a  canoe,  rol ed  up  on  the  bank. 

â€œThereâ€™s a chance I hit them, or one of them. Iâ€™m going after them.â€

â€œLetâ€™s  go,â€  Jarlait  said.  â€œFuckinâ€™

Vietcong.â€

27

THE CANOE was an old red Peter Pond, rol ed upside down with  two  plastic-and-aluminum  paddles  and  moldy  orange kapok life jackets stowed under the thwarts. Virgil twisted it upright,  frantic  with  haste,  chanting,  â€œCâ€™mon, câ€™mon,â€  and  they  threw  it  in  the  river,  and  clambered aboard with their weapons and Virgilâ€™s backpack. 

Whiting had backed the truck down to McDonald and was helping  the  wounded  man  into  the  truck;  McDonald  had  a scalp  gash  that  mustâ€™ve  come  from  a  wood  splinter. 

Queenen saw them manhandling the canoe to the river and shouted,  â€œVirgil,  thatâ€™s  Canada,â€  and  Virgil  saw Raines spinning out of the driveway in the other truck, running to  the  hospital  with  Bunch,  and  Virgil  ignored  Queenen  and said  to  Jarlait,  â€œIf  we  rol ,  that  armor  wil   pul   you  under. 

Grab  one  of  those  life  jackets,â€  and  Jarlait  grunted, â€œAinâ€™t gonna rol ,â€  and they were off. . . . 

They slanted upstream, paddling hard, Virgil aiming to land a couple of hundred yards north of where heâ€™d seen the jon boat disappear. If they were caught on the open river, they were dead. 

They  crossed  in  two  minutes  or  so.  Jarlait  jumped  out  of the front of the boat, splashed across a muddy margin, and

pul ed the canoe in. Virgil stepped out into the shal ow water and lifted the stern with a grab loop as Jarlait lifted the bow, and  they  dropped  it  ful y  on  shore. A  muddy  game  trail  led back  into  the  trees,  and  they  took  it  for  thirty  feet,  and somebody said in Virgilâ€™s ear, â€œVirgil, the local cops are coming in.â€

Virgil lifted the radio to his face and said, â€œKeep them off the place until we get back. . . . Donâ€™t be impolite, but tel   them  that  the  crime  scene  is  al   over  the  place  and  we need to get a crime-scene crew in there.â€

Jarlait said into his radio, â€œYou guys shut up unless you see these people and then tel  us. But shut up.â€ To Virgil, he said off-radio, â€œLetâ€™s go.â€

Â 

THE  CANADIAN  SIDE  was  a  snarling  mass  of  brush,  and they  walked  away  from  the  river  to  get  out  of  it.  Virgil  said quietly,  â€œThat  topo  map  showed  a  road  straight  west  of hereâ€”theyâ€™ve  probably  got  a  car  back  in  the  trees. 

Gotta hurry.â€

They  ran  due  west,  quietly  as  they  could,  but  with  some inevitable breaking of sticks and rustling of leaves, and after two  hundred  yards  or  so,  saw  the  road  ahead.  With  Virgil now leading, they turned south, paral el to the road, inside the tree  line,  and  ran  another  hundred  and  fifty  yards,  where  a field  opened  out  in  front  of  them.  They  could  see  nothing

across  the  field,  and  Jarlait  asked,  â€œAre  you  sure theyâ€™re this far down?â€

â€œYeah,  a  little  further  yet.  There  might  be  farm  tracks between those fields right down to the trees.â€

He started off again, back toward the river now, running in the trees, off the edge of the field. They spooked an owl out of a tree, and it lifted out in absolute silence and flew ahead of  them  for  fifty  yards,  like  a  gray  footbal ,  then  sailed  left through the trees. 

At the end of the field, they turned south again, and Jarlait, breathing heavily, said, â€œI gotta slow down a minute. I can taste my guts.â€

â€œGotta slow down anywayâ€”weâ€™re close now.â€

They  moved  slowly  after  that,  stopping  every  few  feet  to listen, moving tree to tree, one at a time, covering each other, back toward the water. 

If  heâ€™d  missed  them  completely,  Virgil  thought,  and  if the car had been right down at the water, it was possible that they  were  gone.  On  the  other  hand,  if  heâ€™d  hit  them,  it was possible that they were lying dead or dying down at the waterline. 

When  they  got  to  the  river,  they  squatted  ten  yards  apart and  listened,  and  then  began  moving  along  the  waterline, both crouched, stopping to kneel, to look, one of them always

behind a tree. A hundred yards farther along the bank, Virgil saw the tail end of the jon boat. Theyâ€™d dragged the bow out of the water, but there was no sign of anyone. 

Virgil  clicked  once  on  the  radio  to  get  Jarlaitâ€™s attention, mouthed, â€œBoat,â€ and jabbed his finger at it, and Jarlait nodded and moved forward and farther away from the water, giving Virgil room to wedge up next to the boat. 

They were in a block of trees, Virgil realizedâ€”trees that might run out to the road. The field theyâ€™d seen was now actual y behind them. No sign of a truck or a car track. 

They moved a step at a time, until Virgil was right on top of the  boat.  When  he  was  sure  it  was  clear,  he  duckwalked down to it and saw the blood right away. He risked the radio and said, quietly, â€œBlood trail.â€

Jarlait, now fifteen yards farther in, looked over at him and nodded. 

Â 

Â 

THE  BLOOD  looked  like  rust  stains  on  the  summer  weeds and brush. There wasnâ€™t much, but enough that whoever was shot had a problem. The blood was clean and dark red, which meant the injured man was probably bleeding from a limb  but  hadnâ€™t  been  gut-  or  lung-shot.  Stil ,  theyâ€™d need a hospital, or at least a doctorâ€”something to tel  the Canadians if Mai and the second man were already gone. 

Virgil went to his hands and knees and crawled along the blood  trail,  grateful  for  the  gloves;  Jarlait  worked  paral el  to him. They were a hundred and fifty or two hundred yards from the road again, Virgil thought, but he didnâ€™t know how far from wherever the Viets had left a vehicle. He could see no openings in the treetops, so it must be some distance out. 

He picked up a little speed, risked going to his feet, while Jarlait ghosted along to his right. The trees thinned a little, the underbrush  got  thicker.  There  were  stil   occasional y  drops and  smears  of  blood,  but  as  the  plant  life  got  softer,  less woody, Maiâ€™s trail became clearer. 

â€œMan, we sound like elephants in a cornfield,â€ Virgil said. â€œWe gotta slow down.â€

From  up  aheadâ€”a  hundred  yards,  fifty  yards?â€”Virgil heard  a  clank  and  both  he  and  Jarlait  paused,  and  Jarlait asked,  â€œWhat  do  you  think?â€  and  Virgil  said,  â€œIt sounded like somebody dropped a trailer.â€

They both listened and then they heard an engine start, and Virgil started running, Jarlait trying to keep up. At the end of the  trail,  they  found  a  vehicle  track  through  shoulder-high brush, an abandoned trailer sitting there, and then the end of a pasture, or fal ow field, and on the other end of the pasture, a silver minivan bumped over the last few ruts and pul ed onto the road a hundred yards away. 

Not a hard shot. 

Virgil lifted the rifle and put the sights more or less on the moving  van  and  tracked  it  and  picked  up  the  house  in  the background, said, â€œShit,â€  and took the rifle down. 

They were gone. 

And  though  Virgil  didnâ€™t  know  which  one  of  the  Viets was hurt, who had been bleeding, he believed that heâ€™d caught something of Mai in the driverâ€™s-side window, at the wheel. 

Â 

VIRGIL GOT on the radio and cal ed a description of the van back to Queenen, who was holding the fort on the other side of the river. When they walked back past the trailer, they saw, sticking out between a spare wheel and the trailer frame, a manila envelope. Virgil looked at it and found â€œVirgilâ€

scrawled across it. 

Inside were ten color photographsâ€”crime-scene photos, in effect, of the house at Da Nang, apparently taken a day or so  after  the  kil ings.  Flies  everywhere,  al   over  the  corpses. 

Two  little  kids,  one  facedown,  one  faceup,  twisted  and bloated  in  death. A  woman,  half  nude,  flat  on  her  back,  her face  covered  in  blood. Another  woman  lying  in  a  courtyard, apparently  shot  in  the  back. An  old  man,  out  in  front  of  the house . . . 

Jarlait kept going back to the picture of the kids. â€œLittle

teeny kids, man. Little peanuts,â€  he said. 

â€œBunton knew about it. So did al  the others,â€ Virgil said. â€œThey couldnâ€™t have stopped it, the way they tel itâ€”Warren  did  al   the  kil ing.  But  they  al   kept  their  mouths shut.â€

They  thought  about  that  for  a  few  seconds.  â€œLittle kids,â€ Jarlait said. â€œI can see them coming over, to get the  kil er.  But  they  kil ed  Oren.  Oren  didnâ€™t  do  shit.  .  .  . 

Oren was a nice guy.â€

â€œThe guy you shot on the other side. Heâ€™s the guy who shot Oren,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œAl  right,â€ Jarlait said. â€œSo weâ€™re al  square with him. . . . Wonder how they happened to have the pictures with them?â€

â€œThey were going to leave them on Knoxâ€™s body, to make their point.â€

Â 

NOT YET DONE, not by along way. 

As they crossed back over the river, Jarlait said, â€œNow weâ€™ve broken two lawsâ€”il egal entry into Canada, then il egal entry into the States.â€

â€œProbably best not to emphasize that when weâ€™re talking to people,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL CLIMBED OUT of the canoe and helped Jarlait drag it  on  shore,  then  Jarlait  said,  â€œI  gotta  find  out  about Rudy.â€  Queenen  had  been  standing  at  the  end  of  the driveway,  talking  on  a  cel   phone,  when  he  saw  them  land, and came jogging down the slope toward them. 

He  took  the  phone  down  as  he  came  up  and  asked, â€œAnything new?â€

â€œJust what I told you on the radio. We hit one of them, though.  Thereâ€™s  blood  in  their  boat  and  thereâ€™s  a blood  trail  up  through  the  trees.â€  He  held  up  the  manila envelope with the pictures. â€œThey left this for us.â€

Jarlait asked, â€œHowâ€™s Rudy?â€

Queenen said, â€œHeâ€™s at the hospital. Raines said theyâ€™re gonna do some surgery, but itâ€™s basical y to clean out a hole. Shot went under the skin by his armpit, and then back out. My guyâ€™s getting his scalp sewn up, but he wonâ€™t need surgery.â€

Virgil: â€œThe three Viets . . .â€

â€œYeah. Theyâ€™re al  dead,â€ Queenen said. â€œAl with  multiple  wounds.  Rudy  shot  one  of  them  when  the grenade  went  off,  and  then  he  and  the  other  guy  shot  each other, and I shot the second guy. The third guy, I guess you guys . . .â€

â€œLouis,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œPhem  threw  a  flash-bang and  tried  to  come  in  behind  it.  It  hit  a  tree  and  bounced  off and I was right there. Almost knocked me on my ass. . . . If Louis hadnâ€™t been ready, theyâ€™d of had me.â€

â€œWel â€”what  are  you  gonna  do?â€  Queenen  asked. 

He looked away, across the river. â€œI wish weâ€™d gotten the other two assholes.â€

â€œI  gotta  get  up  to  see  Rudy,â€  Jarlait  said.  â€œHis mom is gonna kil  me.â€

Queenen  said,  â€œVirgil,  you  gotta  come  up  and  talk  to these  deputies.  Theyâ€™re  getting  antsy  as  hel .  The sheriffâ€™s on his way in.â€

Virgil  nodded  and  said,  â€œLetâ€™s  go.â€  To  Jarlait: â€œGet your truck, head on out, but stay in touch.â€

Â 

Â 

BEFORE THEY TALKED to the deputies, they took a quick detour through the woods so Virgil could look at the bodies: Phem, Tai, and another Asian man he didnâ€™t know. Had there  been  some  other  way  to  do  this?  Or  had  he  real y wanted  to  do  it  after  being  used  around  by  the  Viets? 

Heâ€™d think about it some other time. 

â€œLotta blood,â€  he said to Queenen. 

Â 

Â 

ON  THE  WAY  up  the  driveway,  Virgil  got  on  the  cel   phone and  cal ed  Davenport.  â€œWhat  happened?â€  Davenport asked as soon as he picked up the phone. 

â€œWe  had  a  hel   of  a  gunfight,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œWe got three dead Vietnamese, and two got away, into Canada. 

We need to cal  the Mounties . . . hang on.â€ He turned to Queenen. â€œDid you cal  the Canadians?â€

Queenen  said,  â€œI  cal ed  the  office,  theyâ€™re  gonna get in touch.â€

Virgil  went  back  to  the  phone.  â€œI  guess  Bemidjiâ€™s getting  in  touch.  There  might  be  a  little  dustup  coming there.â€

â€œVirgil,  tel   me  you  didnâ€™t  cross  the  river,â€

Davenport said. 

â€œI didnâ€™t cross it by very much,â€ Virgil said. â€œI was in hot pursuit.â€

Davenport  pondered  for  a  moment,  then  said,  â€œYou thought  that  if  these  desperate  kil ers  encountered  any Canadians,  theyâ€™d  ruthlessly  gun  them  down  to  cover their  escape,  and  so,  throwing  legal  nit-picking  to  the  wind, you  decided  to  put  your  own  body  between  the  murderers and any innocent Canucks. â€

â€œYeahâ€”thatâ€™s what I thought,â€  Virgil said. 

Davenport  said,  â€œWe  had  a  good  talk  with  Mead Sinclair.  We  put  him  in  Ramsey  County  overnight  until  we decide  what  to  do.  I  donâ€™t  think  heâ€™d  run. 

Butâ€”weâ€™ve  got  a  couple  of  guys  coming  in  from Washington to speak to us.â€

â€œWhoâ€™s us?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œRose  Marie,  me,  you,  Mitford,  hel ,  maybe  the governor,â€  Davenport  said.  â€œTheyâ€™l   be  here  this afternoon.  You  gotta  get  down  here.  Iâ€™m  going  to  cal around, see if I can get you a plane out of International Fal s. 

You got somebody you can give the scene to?â€

â€œWeâ€™ve  got  a  crew  coming  up  from  Bemidji,  and there are two Bemidji guys here. There were three, but one got  a  scalp  cut.  .  .  .  One  of  our  guys  from  Red  Lake  got dinged up . . .â€

Virgil  told  him  the  whole  story,  a  blow-by-blow.  When  he was  done,  Davenport  asked,  â€œWhereâ€™s  this  Raines guy?â€

â€œStil   at  the  hospital,  I  think.  There  were  gunshot wounds,  so  he  might  be  talking  to  the  International  Fal s cops.â€

Davenport  said,  â€œOkay  .  .  .  listen.  Go  talk  to  the deputies. Tel  them to secure the scene. Keep them out of the house.  Keep  everybody  out  of  the  house.  Then  go  in  there and take a little look around. You were invited in . . . are there

and take a little look around. You were invited in . . . are there any file cabinets?â€

Virgil said, â€œYouâ€™re an evil fuck.â€

Davenport said, â€œCal  me when you can move. Iâ€™l find a plane.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL DID ALL THAT: brought the deputies in, made them feel  like  they  were  on  top  of  things.  Let  them  look  at  the bodies; kept them out of the house. Got Queenen to talk to the sheriff when he arrived. 

A little over an hour later, Virgil was climbing into a Beaver float-plane that taxied right up to Knoxâ€™s dock. The plane felt  like  an  old  friend:  Virgil  had  flown  over  most  of  western Canada  in  Beavers  and  Otters,  and  he  settled  down, strapped  in.  The  pilot  said  her  name  was  Kate,  and  they were gone. 

Virgil hadnâ€™t found much in Knoxâ€™s house. The big computer was used, apparently, for photography and games. 

Thereâ€™d been another smal  desk in the main bedroom, with a satel ite plug and a keyboard, and Virgil decided that Knox must travel with a laptop. In a leather jacket tossed on the bed, he had found a smal  black book ful  of addresses and  phone  numbers.  There  was  no  Xerox  machine  in  the place, but he went and got his bag, took out his camera, and shot  a  hundred  JPEGs  of  the  contents,  to  be  printed  later. 

When  he  was  done,  he  put  the  address  book  back  in  the jacket and tossed it back on the bed. 

When  Davenport  had  cal ed  about  the  plane,  heâ€™d asked, â€œHow things go? You know?â€

â€œNot much, but, um, I found like three hundred names and addresses in a private little book.â€

â€œNot  bad,â€  Davenport  said.  â€œFor  Christâ€™s sakes, donâ€™t tel  anybody about it.â€

â€œGet me a plane?â€

â€œYup. Got you a bush pilot,â€  Davenport said. 

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  TRIED  TO  chat  with  Kate,  who  was  decent-looking and athletic and outdoorsy and had a long brown braid that reminded  Virgil  of  al   the  women  in  his  col ege  writersâ€™

workshop;  but  Kate,  probably  shel -shocked  by  being  hit  on by  every  fly-in  fisherman  in  southwest  Ontario,  didnâ€™t have much to say. 

So Virgil settled into his seat and went to sleep. 

Â 

KATE  PUT  him  on  the  Mississippi  across  the  bridge  from downtown St. Paul. Davenport was waiting; Virgil threw him the  backpack,  thanked  Kate,  climbed  up  on  the  dock,  and pushed the plane off: Kate was heading back north. 

Davenport asked, â€œYou okay?â€

â€œTired,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œStil   alive. Anybody  talking to the Canadians? Anybody seen Mai and the other guy?â€

â€œWeâ€™re  talking  to  them,  they  went  down  and recovered  the  boat,  theyâ€™ve  got  some  guys  working  the other side. But not too much.â€

â€œGoddamnit,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œWe  were  too goddamn slow getting across.â€

â€œNothing  works  al   the  time,â€  Davenport  said. 

â€œOn the whole, you did pretty damn good. Knocked it al down,  settled  it.  Now,  if  we  can  get  the  Republicans  in  and out of town without anybody getting kil ed, we can al  go back to our afternoon naps.â€

Virgil handed him the manila envelope. 

â€œWhatâ€™s this?â€

â€œSomething to think about,â€  Virgil said. 

Â 

Â 

DAVENPORT LOOKED AT the photos as they walked out to his  car.  When  they  got  there,  he  put  them  back  in  the envelope and passed them across the car roof. â€œHang on to these until I can figure something out.â€

They  were  meeting  the  two  guys  from  Washington  in  a conference room off Rose Marieâ€™s office at the Capitol. 

conference room off Rose Marieâ€™s office at the Capitol. 

â€œThey  want  to  talk  about  Sinclairâ€”thatâ€™s  al   we know,â€  Davenport said. 

â€œIs Sinclair stil  in jail?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œNo. We let him out this morning. Put a leg bracelet on him, told him not to go more than six blocks from his house. 

Heâ€™s  at  his  apartment  now,â€  Davenport  said. 

â€œThere  are  some  very  strange  things  going  on thereâ€”Iâ€™m  not  quite  sure  what.  Some  kind  of  inter-intel igence-agency  pie  fight,  the  old  guys  from  the  CIA against the new guys in al  the other alphabet agencies.â€

â€œWhoâ€™s Sinclair with?â€

â€œThe  old  guys,  I  think,  but  Iâ€™m  just  guessing,â€

Davenport said. â€œThe thing is, he hasnâ€™t asked for an attorney.  Heâ€™s  actual y  turned  down  an  attorney,  though he says he might ask for one later. He thinks the fix is in.â€

â€œIs it?â€

â€œWel , weâ€™re having this meetingâ€”â€

â€œYou canâ€™t just throw dirt on the whole thing.â€

â€œMaybe  you  canâ€™tâ€”but  maybe  you  can.  Who knows? Not my cal .â€

â€œWe got bodies al  over the place.â€

â€œAnd we got three dead Vietnamese. Thereâ€™s your answer for the dead bodies. If nobody mentions the CIA, why, 

then,  should  anybody  get  al   excited  about  mentioning them?â€

Virgil looked at Davenport and asked, â€œWhere do you stand on this?â€

Davenport said, â€œBasical y, at the bottom of my heart: if you  do  the  crime,  you  do  the  time.  And  I  donâ€™t  like feds.â€

Â 

Â 

ON  THE  WAY  across  the  Mississippi,  Davenport  said, â€œYou need to get over to Sinclairâ€™s place. If you look behind the seat, youâ€™l  see that laptop that Mickey carried into the meeting with Warren.â€

Virgil twisted in the seat, saw the laptop, picked it up. 

Davenport said, â€œTake it with you. What I want you to do  is,  while  weâ€™re  al   real  hot,  I  want  you  to  go  into Sinclairâ€™s place with the laptop turned on. You can stick it in your pack with those photographsâ€”they ought to distract him  from  thinking  too  hard  about  you  being  buggedâ€”and talk to him for a while. He seems to like you for some reason. 

Find  out  what  he  wants.  Find  out  what  heâ€™d  do.  What heâ€™d admit to. Might get him, you know, at home, when his guardâ€™s down a bit.â€

â€œIs that why you turned him loose?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œMaybe.â€

â€œDid  they  take  the  bug  out  of  the  truck?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œNot  yet,  but  what  difference  would  it  make? 

Thereâ€™s nobody to listen to it.â€

â€œMaiâ€™s stil  out there,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œSo yank it outâ€”but go see Sinclair first.â€

â€œOK.â€

â€œDid  that  truck  thing  do  any  good?â€  Davenport asked.  â€œYou  know,  pretending  you  were  stil   with  the truck?â€

â€œI think it kil ed three people,â€ Virgil said. â€œThey bought the whole thing.â€

â€œYou are a shifty motherfucker,â€  Davenport said. 

â€œYeah, I know. I remind you of yourself when you were younger.â€

â€œNot much younger,â€  Davenport said. 

Virgil made a rude noise and they rol ed through St. Paul to BCA headquarters, and Davenport dropped Virgil beside his truck.  â€œThe  meeting  with  the  Washington  guys  is  in  an hour,  or  an  hour  and  fifteen  minutes,  so  you  donâ€™t  have much time,â€  Davenport said. â€œDo what you can.â€

Â 

Â 

AT  THE  TRUCK,  Virgil  lay  down  beside  the  front  fender, looked  up  at  the  transmitter. A  couple  of  wires  led  into  the turn  signal  box,  and  he  yanked  one  of  them  out  of  the transmitter. That would kil  it; creeped him out to think about the thing giving up Ray Bunton. 

Ten  minutes  to  Sinclairâ€™s.  He  parked  in  the  street, turned  on  the  laptop  recorder,  slid  it  into  the  pack,  put  the envelope on top of it, threw the pack over his shoulder, and walked to Sinclairâ€™s place. 

He  pushed  the  doorbel ,  and  Sinclair  answered immediately,  as  though  heâ€™d  been  waiting  for  it: â€œWho is it?â€

â€œVirgil.â€

The door buzzed and he went on through, and Sinclair was waiting at the open door to his apartment. 

â€œWhat happened to Hoa?â€  he asked. 

â€œMade it to Canada,â€  Virgil said. 

Relief  showed  in  Sinclairâ€™s  face.  â€œI  couldnâ€™t help  liking  her,â€  he  said.  â€œWhat  about  the  other guys?â€

â€œPhem  and  Tai,  whatever  their  real  names  are,  are dead,â€  Virgil  said.  He  was  thinking  of  the  recorder. 

â€œSoâ€™s another guy that I never met. Another guy got

out.  Either  heâ€™s  wounded,  or  Mai  is.  We  found  a  blood trail, but it was in Canada, and they had an exit route al  set up.  We  cal ed  the  Canadians  with  a  description  of  the vehicle, but they havenâ€™t seen it yet.â€

â€œPhem and Tai. Not bad guys, actual y, for a kil er and a torturer,â€  Sinclair said. 

â€œIâ€™l   quote  you  when  I  write  my  article  for  the Atlantic,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œYeah, right.  Fur â€™nâ€™ Feather is more like it. . . . 

When did you get back?â€

â€œTen  minutes  ago,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œI  talked  to  my boss on the phone, and he told me you were here.â€

Â 

Â 

THEYâ€™D  MOVED  through  the  apartment,  talking,  out  to the  porch.  Virgil  tossed  his  pack  on  the  table,  undid  the quick-release  buckles,  pul ed  out  the  envelope  of photographs, left the end of the laptop hanging out, one of the tiny camera lenses facing Sinclair. 

He handed the envelope to Sinclair: â€œThey left them for us. Deliberately, Iâ€™m sure.â€

Sinclair  slid  them  out  of  the  envelope,  thumbed  through them, then looked at them careful y, one at a time. He looked up  and  said,  â€œThatâ€™s  badâ€”and  theyâ€™re  real. 

Iâ€™ve had some training in this stuff. If theyâ€™re not real, theyâ€™re better than anything we could do.â€

â€œTheyâ€™re  real,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œWe  got  some shots from the last guy they were looking for. Carl Knox. He took some right at the time of the shootings. The bodies look the same, the way they landed. No way to fake that.â€

Sinclair  leaned  back  and  said,  â€œWhat  are  you  guys planning  to  do?â€  Virgil  shrugged.  â€œItâ€™s  not  up  to me.  Thereâ€™s  a  big  meeting,  forty-five  minutes  from nowâ€”Iâ€™ve  got  to  goâ€”with  some  guys  from Washington. 

I suspect weâ€™re about to shovel a whole bunch of dirt over the whole thing.â€

â€œThatâ€™s  one  way  to  handle  it,â€  Sinclair  said. 

â€œWhat about me?â€

â€œHard  to  avoid  the  fact  that  you  were  helping  out,â€

Virgil  said.  â€œPeople  already  know  .  .  .  lots  of  cops, probably  some  newspeople.  Gonna  be  hard  to  make  it  go away. I suspect what wil  happen is that youâ€™l  wind up on trial in one of those intel igence courts, the secret-testimony ones, and then . . . what it is, is what it is.â€

Sinclair  bared  his  teeth.  â€œI  could  get  real y  fucked,  if that happens,â€  he said. 

Virgil spread his hands. â€œShouldnâ€™t have signed up

with them.â€

â€œThere was pressure. I told you about my daughter,â€

Sinclair  said.  â€œThey  were  gonna  fuck  me  over  with  that whole  thing  about  the  agency.  Iâ€™d  lose  my  job  at  the university . . . Iâ€™d be cooked.â€

â€œShit happens,â€  Virgil said. 

Sinclair  grinned  and  said,  â€œYouâ€™re  a  lot  rougher than  you  look,  Virgil.  You  look  like  some  kind  of  rockabil y, straw-headed, woman-chasing country punk.â€

Virgil said, â€œThank you.â€

â€œBut you went and broke down the program, and shot a bunch of people up, and here you are, looking me in the face and tel ing me that I might be going to prison.â€

Virgil  stood  up.  â€œI  gotta  go.  I  wanted  to  tel   you  about Mai.â€

Sinclair  said,  â€œWait  a  minute.  Sit  down  for  two  more minutes. Let me tel  you what I know about this whole thing. 

Maybe we can work something out. . . . You owe me, after I gave you Phem and Tai.â€

â€œYou knew you were giving them to me?â€

â€œYou  knew  the  Virgil  quoteâ€”I  thought  there  was  a good chance that youâ€™d be smart enough to pick up on me.â€

â€œWeird way to do it.â€

â€œI  needed  something  absolutely  deniable.â€  Sinclair grinned  at  him.  â€œYou  got  the  information,  I  got  the deniability.  Deniability  is  the  Red  Queen  of  American intel igence.â€

Â 

Â 

VIRGIL  PLAYED  THE  TAPE  for  Rose  Marie  Roux,  for Davenport,  and  for  Neil  Mitford,  the  governorâ€™s  aide. 

Roux,  whoâ€™d  been  a  cop  and  later  a  prosecutor  before she went into politics, said, â€œHeâ€™s wil ing to testify that Homeland 

Securityâ€”some 

officials 

at 

Homeland

Securityâ€”cut  this  deal  knowing  that  a  bunch  of  people would be murdered.â€

Virgil nodded. 

Rose Marie tapped a yel ow number two on her desktop, then  looked  at  Mitford  and  asked,  â€œThe  governorâ€™s on the way?â€

â€œHe  should  be  in  the  building  if  traffic  isnâ€™t  too bad.â€  Mitford was another lawyer. 

â€œGet  down  there  and  brief  him.  Weâ€™ve  got  to go.â€  Two  Homeland  Security  people  were  in  the conference room, waiting. 

Â 

Â 

THE  HOMELAND  SECURITY  guys  looked  like  the  security people  that  Warren  had  been  bringing  in,  but  with  thinner necks.  They  were  sleek,  tanned,  confident,  smiling,  gel ed, and their neckties coordinated with both their suits and their eye  color;  one  of  them  checked  out  Virgilâ€™s  cowboy boots and backpack when he came in and frowned, as if he suspected  that  he  might  not  be  talking  to  the  BCAâ€™s upper crust. 

Rose  Marie  sat  everybody  down  and  introduced  the  two, James K. Cartwright and Morris Arenson, to the BCA agents. 

She  said,  â€œVirgil  has  just  come  back  from  a  firefight  up north. Three of the Vietnamese were kil ed, and two escaped into  Canada.  We  are  asking  for  Canadian  assistance  in tracking them down.â€

Arenson  threw  back  his  head  and  said,  â€œAh, damnit.â€

â€œI  thought  that  would  be  good  news,â€  Rose  Marie said. 

â€œAnytime  things  go  international,  they  become  harder to  control,â€  Cartwright  said.  â€œWas  one  of  the  dead Viets a young woman?â€

â€œNo,  that  was  Mai,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œOr  Hoa.  She and another guy got away.â€

Cartwright  looked  around  the  table  and  said,  â€œThank

Cartwright  looked  around  the  table  and  said,  â€œThank God for smal  favors. Her family is right at the top of the totem pole in Hanoi.â€

Davenport  asked,  â€œWhose  side  are  you  guys  on, anyway? Weâ€™ve beenâ€”â€

Before  he  could  finish,  the  governor  pushed  through  the door, smiling, trailed by Mitford. The governor said, â€œGlad I could make it. Glad I could make it.â€

When  they  were  introduced,  Arenson  looked  at  his col eague and then at Rose Marie and the governor and said, â€œIâ€™d thought that we were keeping this on an Agency level.â€

The governor said, â€œI like to keep up.â€

Â 

Â 

THE TWO Washington men, Mitford, the governor, and Rose Marie then went through a couple minutes of name-dropping and  bureaucratic  hand-wringing,  and  the  governor  final y said, â€œLook, I came al  the way down the hil  to hear this. I have other things to do, so letâ€™s cut the horse hockey and get down to it.â€ He turned to Virgil: â€œVirgil, tel  me what you know about al  this.â€

Virgil  said,  â€œWel ,  from  what  Iâ€™m  able  to  tel ,  six Minnesotans  went  to  Vietnam  just  before  the  fal   of  Saigon and stole a bunch of Caterpil ar tractors and other equipment

that  was  being  abandoned  by  the  military.  While  they  were there, one of them, Ralph Warren, kil ed a number of people, including a couple of toddlers, and raped a woman who was, at the time, either dying or dead.â€

â€œDisgusting,â€  the governor said. 

Virgil  continued:  â€œA  year  or  so  ago,  the  Vietnamese found  out  whoâ€™d  done  itâ€”found  a  couple  of  names, anyway. The murdered people had family who are now high in  the  Vietnamese  government.  The  family  decided  to  get revenge. 

â€œTo  do  that,  they  contacted  an American  intel igence agency  and  offered  a  trade:  they  had  information  about  an al eged  al-Qaeda  plot  coming  out  of  Indonesia.  They  would turn over the information to Homeland Security, if Homeland Security  looked  the  other  wayâ€”and  provided  some  direct informational supportâ€”for a hit team.â€

Virgil continued: â€œA deal was made, and the Viets sent a gunman, a torturer, and a coordinator over here to kil  the six  people  involved  in  the  â€™75  murders.  Theyâ€™d already kil ed one man in Hong Kong, I believe. They only had two or three names for the people here, and had to gather the others as they went. Thatâ€™s why John Wigge was tortured before they dumped his body on the Capitol lawn. 

â€œAn American,  Mead  Sinclair,  who  may  have  been  a CIA agent but who was wel -known as a political radical with

contacts in Vietnam, was coerced into working as a contact between the Vietnamese and the intel igence agencies here in the U.S. The idea was, he was deniable. 

If  he  talked,  the  old  intel igence  agencies  could  point  to  the fact that he was a longtime radical friend of the Vietnamese and  had  no  credibility.  Sinclair  didnâ€™t  want  to  do  it,  but threats were made against his daughterâ€”â€

â€œLetâ€™s stop there,â€ Cartwright said. â€œMost of this is just speculation. I donâ€™t doubt that Virgil here did a bang-up  job  in  tracking  these  people  downâ€â€”Virgil thought 

he 

detected 

a 

modest 

lip-curl 

with 

the

complimentâ€”â€œbut  that  American  intel igence  agency stuff is fantasy.â€

The  governor  looked  at  him  for  a  moment,  then  said, â€œVirgil?â€

Virgil  said,  â€œWel ,  you  al   know  most  of  the  rest  of  it. 

The  Viets  kil ed  Warren  last  night.  Iâ€™d  discovered  that theyâ€™d  bugged  my  car,  with  a  bug  that  looks  like  it  was designed right here in the good olâ€™ USA. I used the bug, which  was  stil   operating,  to  convince  them  that  I  didnâ€™t know where the last man was. Then we flew to the guyâ€™s place  and  set  up  an  ambush.  The  Viets  walked  into  it  this morning,  three  of  them  were  kil ed,  and  two  escaped  to Canada, one of them wounded. So here we are.â€

â€œAnd thatâ€™s just about nowhere,â€  Arenson said. 

Virgil said, â€œWeâ€™ve got Sinclair. Weâ€™ve got him cold. Heâ€™s wil ing to turn stateâ€™s evidence.â€

Cartwright  looked  straight  across  the  table  at  Virgil. 

â€œThat wonâ€™t happen.â€

â€œAlready happened. I accepted his offer, and he gave me a brief statement,â€  Virgil said. â€œI recorded it.â€

Arenson  pushed  back  from  the  table  and  said  in  a  mild voice, â€œI donâ€™t think you folks understand quite what is going on here. We represent the Homeland Security Agency. 

Weâ€™re  not  asking  you  what  weâ€™re  going  to  do. 

Weâ€™re  telling  you  what  weâ€™re  going  to  do.  What weâ€™re  going  to  do  is,  weâ€™re  going  to  smooth  this whole  thing  over.  The  Vietnamese  provided  us  with  a  key contactâ€”â€

The governor broke in: â€œWait a minute. A whole bunch of  Minnesotans  are  dead.  Two  were  completely  innocent. 

Five,  maybe,  were  involved  in  a  crime  thirty  years  ago,  but they get a  trial.â€

â€œGovernor, in the best of al  possible worlds, thatâ€™s the  way  it  would  work,â€  Arenson  said.  â€œPost-9/11, some things have changed, and this is one of them. Iâ€™m authorized,  and  Iâ€™m  doing  itâ€”Iâ€™m  classifying  this whole  matter  as  top  secret.  We  wil   help  you  develop  an appropriate press release.â€

â€œYou  canâ€™t  .  .  .  this  is  our  jurisdiction,â€  the governor began. 

â€œThereâ€™s  been  a  tragedy,  but  a  minor  one,â€

Cartwright  said.  â€œWhat  was  done  was  necessary.  We may have saved hundreds of lives. If the al-Qaeda plan had gone through . . .â€

The governor said, â€œI canâ€™t acceptâ€”â€

Arenson  snapped:  â€œLet  me  say  it  again,  in  case  you didnâ€™t  get  it  the  first  time:  weâ€™re  not  asking  you, weâ€™re  telling  you.  What  part  of  telling  donâ€™t  you understand?â€

Â 

Â 

THERE  WAS  A  moment  of  silence,  then  the  governor cleared  his  throat  and  said,  â€œRose  Marie,  Neil,  Lucas, Virgil,  let  me  talk  to  you  in  Rose  Marieâ€™s  office  for  a moment.â€  He  stood  up  and  said  to  the  two  Washington guys,  â€œJust  take  a  moment.  I  think  we  can  come  to  a satisfactory resolution of this.â€

The governor led the way out the door and down the hal  to Rose  Marieâ€™s  office,  closed  the  door  behind  Virgil,  the last  one  in,  then  turned  and  bel owed,  â€œThose MOTHERFUCKERS think they can come into  MY state and kill  MY  people  and  they  tel   me  that  THEYâ€™RE  saying how  it  is?  They  donâ€™t  tel   ANYBODY  how  it  is  in  MY

state. . . .  I say how it isâ€”they donâ€™t say a  FUCKINâ€™

 THING.â€

The  governor  raged  on  and  Virgil  looked  away, embarrassed.  The  tantrum  lasted  a  ful   thirty  seconds,  then the  governor,  breathing  hard,  red-faced,  looked  around, looked at Rose Marie, looked at Mitford, and Mitford smiled and said, â€œGlad we got that cleared up.â€

â€œWhat are we going to do?â€  the governor asked him, his voice rough from the tantrum. 

Mitford shrugged. â€œYouâ€™re a liberal, God bless your obscenely  rich  little  soul.  How  does  it  hurt  you  to  go  up against a bunch of fascists from Homeland Security?â€

â€œUh-oh. What are you thinking?â€  Rose Marie asked. 

Mitford said to the governor, â€œYou donâ€™t have much political runway left here in Minnesota. What wil  you do when youâ€™re not governor anymore?â€

â€œI  thought  Iâ€™d  just  be  a  rich  guy,â€  the  governor said. â€œIf somebody dies, I could run for the Senate.â€

â€œWil  that make you happy?â€  Mitford asked. 

â€œNeil, skip the dime-store psychology,â€ the governor said. â€œWhat are you thinking?â€

â€œWe could arrest these two guys and charge them with conspiracy to commit murder in the planned execution of five

Minnesotans, with two more murdered in the process. Before anybody has time to react, you have a press conference. You give  an Abe  Lincoln  speech  about  protecting  our  precious freedoms,  about  how  we  donâ€™t  turn  our  laws  over  to  a bunch of Vietnamese kil ers. Youâ€™d take some heat, but by  this  time  next  week,  youâ€™d  be  a  national  name. 

Youâ€™re  on  the  cover  of   Time  magazine.  Youâ€™d  be  a hero to a lot of people in the party. Play your cards right over the next four years . . .â€

The  governor  looked  at  him  a  long  time,  then  said, â€œWhatâ€™s the downside?â€

Rose  Marie  said,  â€œThey  arrest  you  for  treason  and youâ€™re executed.â€

The  governor  laughed  and  said,  â€œReal y.â€  That didnâ€™t worry him; he was far too rich to hang. 

Davenport  turned  to  Virgil:  â€œYou  did  turn  off  that recorder, didnâ€™t you?â€

Virgil said, â€œJeez, boss . . . I forgot.â€

Davenport:  â€œWonder  what  theyâ€™re  in  there saying?â€

â€œThey already said enough,â€ Virgil said. â€œBut . . . 

I  wouldnâ€™t  be  surprised  if  they  said  a  few  more  things. 

Being in there by themselves.â€

Â 

THEY ALL contemplated him for a few seconds, then Rose Marie  shook  her  head,  turned  to  the  governor,  and  said, â€œNeil raises an interesting possibility. But you  would take some  heat.  A  lot  of  people  think  security  is  al -

importantâ€”theyâ€™d  absolutely  throw  six  or  eight  people overboard if it might stop an al-Qaeda attack. As long as it wasnâ€™t them getting thrown.â€

â€œThat can be handled,â€ Mitford said. â€œThatâ€™s al   PR.  Our  PR  against  their  PR,  and  weâ€™l   have  a  big head start. Do it right, and theyâ€™l  be cooked before they can  even  decide  what  to  do.  Weâ€™re  talking  televised congressional hearings.â€

The governor mul ed it over, then cocked an eye at Mitford. 

â€œA national name by next week?â€

â€œGuaranteed.â€

Rose Marie said, â€œA national name isnâ€™t the same as  a  national  hero.  Lee  Harvey  Oswald  is  a  national  name. 

Benedict Arnoldâ€”â€

Mitford snarled, â€œYou think Iâ€™m so lame with the PR

that weâ€™d wind up as Benedict Arnold? For Christâ€™s sakes,  Rose  Marie,  I  ran  the  negative  side  in  the  last campaign.â€

â€œIâ€™m just saying,â€  she said. 

The governor said, â€œLetâ€™s sit here and think about

it for two minutes. Al  right? Two minutes.â€

At the end of the two minutes, the governor covered Rose Marieâ€™s  hand  with  his  own  and  said,  â€œWerenâ€™t you  getting  a  little  bit  bored?  How  long  has  it  been  since weâ€™ve been in a real y dirty fight?â€

â€œYou got me there,â€  she said. 

Â 

Â 

THEY  TROOPED  BACK  into  the  conference  room,  where Arenson and Cartwright were slouched in their chairs, barely containing 

their 

impatience. 

The 

governor 

said, 

â€œVirgil?â€

Virgil  said  to  Cartwright  and  Arenson,  â€œWel ,  guys, Iâ€™ve got some bad news.â€

Cartwright: â€œWhatâ€™s that?â€

Virgil threw his arms wide, gave them his best Hol ywood grin, and said, â€œYouâ€™re under arrest for murder.â€

28

THE  CONSPIRACY-to-murder  charges  were  filed  with Ramsey 

County, 

although, 

when 

he 

learned 

the

circumstances,  the  Ramsey  County  attorney  got  nauseous and had to be excused to a quiet place, where he could curl up with his blankie. 

Mitford put together the PR package in two hours, and the press conference was held in the rotunda of the Capitol, with an  oversized  American  flag,  borrowed  from  a  fast-food franchise, hanging in the background. The governor gave the Abe Lincoln speech, provided family photos and testimonials from the loved ones of the two innocent men who were kil ed, as  wel   as  crime-scene  photos  of  the  five  men  executed  by the Vietnamese for the crime in Vietnam. 

Davenport  tipped  friends  at  TV  stations  and  the newspapers,  and  after  the  press  conferenceâ€”a  sensation that quickly spread from Minnesota to the evening talk shows in  Washingtonâ€”theyâ€™d  perp-walked  the  two  Homeland Security guys, something that was never done, so there was lots of film available. 

After the perp walk, they gave the two guys the mandatory phone cal . 

Â 

Â 

THE  U.S.  ATTORNEY  served  a  habeas  corpus  on  the Ramsey  jail  six  hours  after  Cartwright  and  Arenson  went inside,  and  put  them  on  a  plane  to  Washington,  where  they became unavailable for comment. 

Mitford  had  a  package  of  the  local  crime  scenes  and family photos on an earlier plane, to the same destination, a half  hour  after  the  governorâ€™s  press  conference.  When the  Homeland  Security  fanboys  went  on  the  Washington political  shows,  they  were  greeted  with  the  photos  and â€œHow do you explain this?â€

A few tried to float the idea that although this was a fantasy dreamed  up  by  a  longtime  opponent  of  the  administration, that  if  it  hadnâ€™t  been  a  fantasy,  it  would  have  been  a pretty  good  deal,  giving  up  these  six  criminal  Americans while  saving  al   those  hypothetical  lives  somewhere  on  the West Coast. 

That  didnâ€™t  fly  worth  a  damn.  How  many  hypothetical people  died,  anyway?  Then  an  Internet  guy  in  Indonesia learned  that  one  of  the  Indonesian  al-Qaeda  plotters  ran  a lawn service, and posted a photo showing the man pushing an  ancient  Lawn-Boy.  There  was  an  international  guffaw  at the expense of Homeland Security. 

Blah-blah-blah-blah. 

In  the  endâ€”after  two  weeks,  anywayâ€”Mitford  was

proven  correct.  The  governor  was  a  national  figure,  both admired and reviled, who further confused the issue by giving a  rousing  pro-gun,  anti-Vietnam-kil ers  speech  at  the  NRA convention. 

A good time was had by al . 

Â 

MEAD SINCLAIR went back to the University of Wisconsin, where,  it  turned  out,  nobody  much  cared  about  what happened in the sixties. A week after he got back, though, he was spit upon by an aging hippie while he was walking down State Street, and Sinclair punched the hippie in the head and knocked  off  his  glasses,  which  broke  when  they  hit  the sidewalk. 

Sinclair was later taken to the hospital for observation after a  possible  heart  attack,  but  the  heart  attack  was  not confirmed. A  student  photographer,  arriving  too  late  for  the actual  fight,  got  the  hippie  to  put  his  glasses  back  on  the ground  where  theyâ€™d  fal en,  then  took  a  neat  photo  of them  with  the  light  shining  through  the  cracked  lens,  with  a drop  of  dried  nose  blood,  and  the  cops  in  the  background. 

The  photo  ran  in  the  student  paper,  the  unannounced â€œreconstructionâ€ was revealed in a letter to the editor, and the student was fired by the newspaper. 

Â 

Â 

JANEY  SMALL  told  Virgil  that  their  night  of  passion couldnâ€™t  happen  again,  because  it  was  too  depressing. 

Virgil  agreed,  which  set  off  an  argument,  and  he  fled  to Mankato. 

While he was there, a man named Todd Barry cal ed from the  New York Times Magazine and said heâ€™d talked to Sinclair about it, and that they could use twenty-five hundred words each for two articles, to run sequential y, on the Great Caterpil ar Heist & Vietnamâ€™s Revenge. Virgil told him he could  have  the  stories  in  two  weeks.  Barry  asked  him  if  he was sure he could get permission from al  the sources. Virgil said,  â€œFuck  a  bunch  of  permission,â€  and  Barry  said, â€œWe could get along.â€

Â 

THEN MAI cal ed from Hanoi. 

When she cal ed, Virgil was sitting in a country bar talking to a woman named Lark, an opium addict who was accused of boosting thirty thousand dol arsâ€™ worth of toddler jeans out  of  a  Wal-Mart  supply  truck  as  the  truck  had  sat unattended overnight in a Wal-Mart parking lot. According to the  local  cops,  Lark  had  driven  her  boyfriendâ€™s  Ford  F-350  Super  Duty  up  beside  the  tractor-trailer,  cut  her  way through the side using a Sawzal  run off a Honda generator, and then fil ed up the longbed pickup with the toddler clothing. 

She was not believed to have had time to get rid of the loot, 

but  nobody  could  find  it.  They  were  hoping  that  a  thoughtful threat  from  Virgil  might  help,  since  Virgil  had  at  different times arrested her boyfriend, father, and brother. 

When  Virgilâ€™s  phone  rang,  he  looked  at  it,  saw  the â€œCal er  Unknown,â€  opened  the  phone,  and  said, â€œYes?â€

â€œVirgil?â€

He picked up her voice and turned away from Lark, into the booth. â€œMai? Where are you?â€

â€œHanoi. In a pastry shop.â€

â€œWho got shot?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œHe was a col ege boy who supplied the boat and the vehicles,â€ Mai said. â€œHe was supposed to go back to school,  but  now  heâ€™l   have  to  find  another  school. 

Heâ€™s here.â€

â€œHurt bad?â€

â€œThe  bul et  broke  his  leg,â€  she  said.  â€œI  had  to carry  him.  When  we  were  in  the  truck,  I  looked  back  at  you and saw you aim, but you didnâ€™t shoot.â€

â€œAh,  there  was  a  farmhouse  in  the  background.  I couldnâ€™t see what was behind you.â€

After a moment, she giggled and said, â€œYou could have thought of something more . . . I donâ€™t know. Sensitive? 

Romantic? You didnâ€™t shoot me because you thought you might hit a cow?â€

â€œWel , Mai, I was pretty . . . intent,â€ Virgil said. â€œI would have put your little round butt in jail if I could have.â€

â€œMmm. How is Mead?â€

â€œMeadâ€™s fine.â€

â€œI  could  not  believe  your  governorâ€™s  press conference,â€ Mai said. â€œI was in Victoria when I began to see news stories about it. I couldnâ€™t believe it.â€

â€œGet you in trouble back home?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œNo.  You  know,  here,  whatâ€™s  done  is  done.  Then you  go  on.  I  would  have  liked  to  have  told  you  about  the people  who  were  kil ed  in  Da  Nang,â€  she  said.  â€œThe old  man  was  my  grandfather.  The  woman  was  my  aunt,  the little children were my cousins. I never knew any of them. My father,  in  his  whole  life,  was  insane  with  the  grief  of  them dying. They went through the whole war, and then, just as the victory  arrives,  they  are  kil ed  by American  criminals.  When this chance came, wel , our whole family took it. Justice too long delayed.â€

She  waited  for  a  reaction.  Virgil  final y  came  up  with â€œThere would have been a better way to handle it.â€

â€œWel â€”my  great-uncle  is  dying,â€  Mai  said. 

â€œNothing but old age, and he is famous here, the head of

our family, so his life is good enough. But this justice was his one last wish. We didnâ€™t have too much time; he wil  die this autumn, I think.â€

â€œSo what do you want from me?â€  Virgil asked. 

â€œClosure.  Say  good-bye.  I  liked  dancing  with  you, Virgil.  I  liked  sleeping  with  you.  Weâ€™d  be  friends  if  we could be, but we canâ€™t.â€

â€œMmm,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œSo  when  you  get  rich  and  start  to  travel,  if  you  ever come to Hanoiâ€”give me a ring,â€  she said. â€œOr even a good neutral country. China.â€

â€œI  wouldnâ€™t  go  to  China  if  I  were  you.  To  Hong Kong,â€  Virgil said. 

Another bit of silence. â€œVirgilâ€”what did you do?â€

â€œI  talked  to  that  Chinese  cop  again,â€  Virgil  said. 

â€œHeâ€™s  a  little  annoyed  that  Vietnamese  intel igence came  into  Hong  Kong  and  murdered  a  guy  without  even  a courtesy card.â€

â€œOh, Virgil. Goddamnit. He knows who I am?â€

â€œYeah,  we  squeezed  that  out  of  Mead,â€  he  said. 

â€œSo, if I were you, I might hesitate before going in there. 

For a while, at least.â€

Then she laughed. â€œVirgil . . . you were a surprise.â€

â€œSo were you, Mai.â€

â€œGood-bye,â€  she said. 

And she was gone. 

Â 

Â 

â€œOLD  GIRLFRIEND?â€  Lark  asked.  She  had  her  legs up on the opposite seat, two empty Grain Belt bottles by her elbow; clicked her front teeth with her silver tongue stud after asking the question. 

â€œNot  exactly,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œNow,  Lark,  about these goddamn baby pants ...â€

THE TAIL END of August was hot. Davenport got in a lot of trouble working a new case, and cal ed for help. Virgil went north, in the night, and found the entire east side of St. Paul in darkness. Some cog or gear in the power system had given up  under  the  strain  of  the  hundreds  of  thousands  of screaming air conditioners, and popped. 

The  BCA  was  a  puddle  of  light,  minimal  servicesâ€”not including  the  air-conditioningâ€”running  off  an  emergency generator. He checked in with the duty man and was told that Davenport, Del, Shrake, and Jenkins were out on the street somewhere,  looking  for  a  crazy  guy  in  a  wheelchair. 

â€œYouâ€™re  welcome  to  wait  in  Lucasâ€™s  office,  but  I donâ€™t think heâ€™s coming back. Not soon, anyway.â€

Virgil  went  up  to  the  office,  walking  down  dark  hal ways; only  the  emergency  lights  were  working  in  the  hal s. 

Davenport  stil   had  some  power.  Virgil  got  a  fan  going, pointed 

it 

at 

Davenportâ€™s 

chair, 

turned 

on

Davenportâ€™s  smal   flat-panel  TV,  and  sat  back  in  the chair. 

The  convention  had  arrived.  The  parties  had  started,  the champagne  was  flowing,  the  Young  Republicans  were barfing in the Mississippi, the anarchists were flying the black flag  in  Mears  Park,  and  Daisy  Jones  was  anchoring  the street action. She was so excited that her glitter lipstick was melting. 

He  was  taking  it  al   in  when  Sandy  leaned  in  the  door. 

â€œGod, itâ€™s hot,â€ she said. She had a plastic bottle of Coke in her hands, sweating with condensation. 

Virgil said, â€œGet yourself a fan.â€

â€œYouâ€™ve  got  the  only  fan  in  the  building.  Who  has fans  in  an  air-conditioned  office?  Lucas,  thatâ€™s  who.â€

She was barefoot, wearing a T-shirt and a taffeta girly-style skirt. She looked a little dewy, and pretty good. 

â€œWhat are you doing here?â€  he asked. 

â€œResearch,â€ she said. She took off her glasses, put them  on  a  bookcase.  â€œCanâ€™t  believe  this  heat. 

Itâ€™s stil  eighty-five out there, and itâ€™s midnight.â€

â€œYou heard that Mai cal ed me?â€

â€œI  heard,â€  she  said.  She  twisted  the  cap  off  the Coke,  took  a  drink,  leaned  back  against  the  doorway,  and rol ed the cold bottle against the side of her face and neck. 

â€œHot,â€  Virgil said. 

â€œYeah, screw it,â€ she said. She put the bottle on top of the bookcase, pul ed her arms through the sleeve holes of her  T-shirt,  popped  the  back  snap  on  her  bra,  pul ed  the straps  over  her  hands,  pushed  her  hands  back  through  the sleeves, and then pul ed the bra from under the shirt and put it on  the  bookcase  next  to  the  glasses.  â€œThatâ€™s better.â€

â€œGotta  be  comfortable,â€  Virgil  said.  â€œThatâ€™s the important thing.â€

â€œDamn right,â€  she said. 

Virgil 

stood 

up 

and 

stretched, 

yawned, 

said, 

â€œWhereâ€™d you get the Coke? The machineâ€™s stil working?â€

â€œYeah.â€

They  ambled  down  the  hal way  together  to  the  canteen room,  where  Virgil  got  a  Diet  Coke,  then  back  toward Davenportâ€™s  office.  She  said,  â€œI  donâ€™t  think thereâ€™s  anybody  else  in  the  building  except  the  duty man.â€

They were under the glass skylights when they caught the bril iant  flash  to  the  west,  and  lingered  there,  elbows  on  the banister  over  the  courtyard,  looking  up  through  the  glass  at the clouds churning above the bright city lights. 

â€œYou  get  strange  cases,â€  she  said,  looking  up  at him.  Without  her  glasses,  her  eyes  looked  as  large  as moons. 

â€œI do,â€  he said. 

They both thought about it, standing shoulder to shoulder, and she took a hit of her Coke and said, â€œI like working them. Iâ€™m a hippie, God help me, and I like chasing down rat-fuckers.â€

Virgil laughed and stood up, and could see the line of her spine through the thin cloth of the T-shirt, and without thinking, ran  his  middle  knuckle  up  her  spine.  She  wiggled,  and slipped closer, her hip against his. They got another flickering flash off to the west. 

â€œHeat lightning,â€  she said. 
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