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He dreamed...
“A mustache, Mariana?”
She was dead, she was a dream, but his wife was still a young girl dancing on the desert breeze. 
“Something different.” Her mustache was thin and curled and reminded him of a melodrama villain. 
“A little, yeah.” The Judge twirled with her, his big feet stumbling in his beige cowboy boots, toes scuffed from desert rock. 
“I miss yours.” Mariana smiled, looked at him through the tops of her eyes.
It had been one of the things she loved best. He’d had it from before they’d met until well after she died. In fact, the real Mariana, flesh and blood, had never seen him sans mustache. Only in his dreams, when he conjured her from deep in his soul and gave her voice and life by what he knew was his head full of delusions, did she see him without his mustache.
She laughed, a sound as sweet as pecan pie. “Why are you looking at me like that?”
He dipped her to music only they heard. “Don’t see a mustache on many women.”
“I grew it to remind me of yours. Or maybe I joined the circus...the mustachioed lady.”
“Got a circus in Heaven, do they?”
“That where you think I am?”
The Judge stopped dancing. “Aren’t you?”
She shrugged. “I guess. Probably in hell, too, though.”
Knowing it was heavy and boring in its banality, Judge Bean sighed. “As long as we’re separated...I am, too.”
“Jeremiah...you never found it, did you?”
He avoided her eyes. “I’m sorry.”
She kissed his cheek. “It’s okay, honey, it’s just a piece of tin.”
“Helluva lot more than that.”
In this dream, they were on their first date again: that incredible spring night when the air inside the Barefield Country Club smelled of honeysuckle and warm dust. The band was on fire, tearing through old big band tunes that both of them knew from their parents’ record collections. Saxophones jumped double time, never out of synch, while trumpets wailed over everything and the drummer and bass player laid down a foundation that made Bean’s chest thump.
Tables sat in the back half of the room, more a place for people’s drinks while they danced rather than a place to eat dinner. On each table were electric candles inside tall glasses. It gave the entire room an eerie cast, light flickering against the walls, doing its own dance.
And on those walls?
The full-page newspaper ads from the Judge’s first campaign, writ large as wall-sized posters. In one, a rusty 1930s truck sat in a field on blown-out tires. Across the hood of the truck was his opponent’s name. The brutally clear implication was that the Judge’s opponent was not only old, but broken-down and hadn’t any understanding of how the World worked anymore. That one was for the younger voters, to tell them Bean was as cool and hip as they were. In the second ad, an old woman answered her front door on Halloween. A kid, dressed as Bean’s opponent, tells the old lady he’s going to let all the bad guys out of jail so they can break into her house. 
“That one was for the older voters,” Mariana said.
With a big dip, her back arched onto his left arm and a beautiful smile on her face, he nodded. “To scare them. So they’d vote for me.”
Both ads had been bullshit. Bean supported them, no crap about that...because he wanted to win. But now? It wasn’t really regret he felt, just a kind of sad resignation at what he’d done to his opponent.
The question was: what the fuck were those ads, now as big as posters, doing in his dream? Their first date had been beautiful and fantastic and had left him giddy for days afterward and had no hint of politics...all that bullshit came way later. 
“Ignore them, baby.” Mariana pulled him close. “Spin me.”
So he did, still chuckling about her mustache. “I miss you, Mariana.”
“I miss you, too, Jeremiah.”
“It’s been so long since I’ve seen you.”
“You see me every day and every night.”
He frowned. “Bah. Dreams and visions and hallucinations. You know what I mean. You’re dead and I’m alive and so I miss you. If you asked, I’d end myself here and now.”
“Babe?”
“I’ve been thinking about it again.”
“A bit of suicidal ideation, Jeremiah?”
“A bit.” He spun her again, the music loud and pleasant in their ears.
“It would be a mortal sin.”
He said nothing. His feet, always clumsy, were still clumsy in dreams. His boots shuffled her across the floor, as often as not stepping on her toes.
Her smile disappeared in the darkness of the ballroom, in the darkness that was theirs alone. “I want to see you, baby, I really do.”
He eyed her as they moved semi-gracefully. “But?”
“Someone needs you first.”
He shook his head. “I don’t give a shit.”
“But someone needs—”
“Don’t care. I need you, Mariana. Twenty-one damned years. I’m tired, I want to be with you.”
“But you don’t remember so many of those years.”
Bean ground his teeth, stung by the criticism.
“Honey, if it were some old man, some bullcrap politician or some damned attorney, I’d say eat a bullet and come home to me.”
Bean snorted. “No, you wouldn’t it. Mortal sin.”
She laughed. “No, I wouldn’t. But I wouldn’t be so upset if you had a horrible car crash or something, plunge into a ravine, the car explodes into flame, fries your skinny ass to a cinder.”
Bean laughed. “You don’t care if I burn to death?”
“I love you so much that I don’t care if you burn to death.”
Their laugh faded into the lush trill of the saxophones, into a liquid flurry of piano notes up and down.
“A girl needs you. You have to get her home...to her mother.”
“Put her ass on the bus.”
“Jeremiah.” Her voice sharp, scolding. 
“I don’t have time to rescue wayward girls.”
“Baby, I’ll be here whenever you get here. Tomorrow, next week, next year, I’ll be here. I’m not going anywhere.” She grabbed his eyes tightly, held his hand just as tight. “I’ll wait forever.” 
The ballroom tightened around him. “There’s something else. What is it?”
How could her eyes be so brilliant, shining in a sea of mocha skin, when she had been dead so long? How could her hair still be as shiny as onyx? 
“Someone’s coming.”
“For me?”
With a nod, she forced him to twirl her again. “Yes, Your Honor, for you.”
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The finger shocked him.
It was nearly lunch time. The poker game, just another anonymous game with vague promises of Mariana’s hunk of tin, had run through the night, the players’ moods as black as the west Texas night, and had fallen apart amidst clenched fists and hot spittle and vows of retribution for the assumed cheating by the big winner. That had been six hours ago and ultimately there had been no word of her tin. Bean had walked out angry and tired and five hundred and sixty bucks lighter.
Now he was all those things AND seriously hungry.
Johnny’s Barbeque was on tap for lunch, then a quick meeting with a Barefield detective, an even quicker meeting with the delivery driver. Then Bean was back on the road to Langtry West and some sleep, the sleep he should have gotten last night for all the good the poker game had done him.
Troubled sleep, Mariana would call it. 
It was all troubled anymore.
When Judge Bean walked in to Johnny’s joint, which he used as an off-the-books mailing address, a package waited. Inside the thick, padded mailing envelope was a small box and a note. Inside that small box was a human finger. At least a couple weeks detached and stinking to holy hell.
The note was a shitty photocopy of a Texas Ranger badge, and the words, They lied to you.
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The hammer cocked. A metallic click explosively loud in the tiny room.
Hardly a room, just a flop for a cheap whore. Empty whiskey bottles and old pizza boxes. Smelled of menstrual blood and shit. Of piss and despair.
“Know that smell, baby.” Pressed the gun against the whore’s throat. “Now...how many times I’m gonna ask?”
It was a woman again. Made no fucking difference...man...woman...they all knew where the Judge was. 
“Please...I swear to God—”
“This might sound kind of...I don’t know...but God does everything I ask.”
The whore cocked her head. “What?”
“The Judge, woman.”
“God? What?”
The gun nuzzled her neck, a metallic lover. 
The whore’s eyes slammed closed. “Haven’t seen him since he did me a favor a couple months ago. In Barefield.”
“Done us all a favor or two, ain’t he? Should’a drowned himself in a fucking river. That would’a been a good favor.” A hefty sigh. “I sent a package to Barefield. Far as I know, he ain’t even picked it up yet. Those little boys told me you know where he is.”
“What little boys?” The prostitute’s eyes popped open and then she frowned, highlighting the aged map of crevices that made up her face. “Who you talking about?”
“All of them...they all led me here. Right to you, doll.”
The woman’s mouth flapped, like so many mouths had before her. Flapped and flapped. Sometimes they said something useful, sometimes they just begged.
Eventually, the woman spluttered, drool white and frothy, ran down her chin. “Yeah...well...they lied. People lie about me all the time. I’m just a pro. They lie about me and think they can get over on me or not pay or do nasty stuff to me. People lie all the time, how can I help what they say?” 
Her words rushed, tripped over each other like drunks in a dirty gutter. The whore tried not to cry, but her tears came and smeared black mascara into long scratches from cheeks to neck.
“Your conversations are so petty.”
“What?”
“So petty...the World is about to end.”
“What? My world is about to end? Please...no.”
“The World, junkie whore, the World, and you’re gassing me with petty conversations.” A pause. “Where is the Judge?”
Confusion sat on her face as one of her fat tricks might have. “But...but why you need to see him? I mean, if the world’s about to end.”
“Because accounts have to be set straight. Now talk, you goddamn whore junkie bitch, or I’ll kill you right the fuck now.” 
When the gun fired, two shots through the wall and into the next apartment, the hooker screamed. “I don’t know, I don’t know. I don’t see him anymore.”
“Yeah, wrong answer, Gracie.”
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They lied to you.
Resting his hand over his empty holster, Judge Royy Bean, II crunched ice. Cold shot through his mouth, a counterpoint to the damnable heat that dripped sweat down his back to the crack of his ass. His ice crunching had always driven Mariana batty. She’d berated him constantly for doing it. But always with a smile and a twinkle in her eyes.
Are my eyes sparking right now, Mariana?
Not in the least, baby.
Her voice was in his head but he knew it was only his heart wishing it so. She wasn’t actually talking to him or dancing with him or making love to him. Everything that was Mariana, for the last twenty-one years, was self-inflicted, a guilt-inspired fantasy.
He used the barbeque joint as a mail drop. Johnny didn’t mind, for the occasional cannabis consideration, and it was the one place Bean always visited when in Barefield. Today, as he ordered his two-meat combo, Johnny had casually given him the package. Plain, free of writing or addressing or markings of any kind other than Bean’s name. 
Now the finger, blood dried to a crusty brown, sinew and bone ragged and peeking out from badly-cut flesh, sat heavy in his pocket. He had no idea who the fuck it belonged to or who sent it. But the note, four harsh words, They lied to you, scrawled in jagged handwriting beneath a bad copy of a Ranger badge, told him everything.
Except not quite everything.
A lie? From Mariana? Impossible. His wife had been no angel, she had been a cop in a world filled with the evil and the vile, with predators and corpses, with victims and the vanquished, and no one ever came out completely clean. Dirt and stains and blood clung to everyone, but lying? He couldn’t conceive a situation where she would have lied to him.
Did you lie, baby?
So the note told him nothing concrete, but it did make him ask a question or two, didn’t it? 
And who, exactly, might know the answers? Tommy-Blue? Andy? JD?
Crunching ice, Bean stared at the Barefield PD detective across the table from him. They sat at an outdoor table and the air was redolent with the aroma of Johnny’s delectable barbeque sauce. It put a pleasant tang in their noses, the fat scent of Johnny’s cherry pie just behind it. The Judge’s fav joint; this was where he’d learned to eat barbeque and where he’d consummated most of his deals, legal and not.
Bean squirmed, pulling at the vest beneath his western shirt. “Damned thing.” He hated wearing a ballistic vest, but years ago Digger had insisted and Bean had long since learned to completely trust Digger’s instincts.
“I lost him,” the detective said.
“Pardon?”
“My son,” the detective said. “I lost him.”
The Judge nodded. I lost one, too.
The detective had been suspended from the PD behind some bullshit involving guns and money. And the line of questions he tossed at the Judge made it obvious he was working off the books in trying to gather his son back to him.
The Judge bit back a bitter laugh. Careful, Detective, working off the books in Barefield can put you in a ditch with a bullet behind your ear...metaphorically speaking.
“Or running tail between legs down the highway.”
“Excuse me?” the detective said.
Bean shook his head. “I’m sorry, Detective Kurston, you were saying?”
“I lost my son.”
Each time the detective said it, his face broke a little more. He was desperate to have some word of where his son was, and he believed the Judge—and the Judge’s extensive network of low-brow contacts—might have some information.
I lost one, too. I lost her mother. Then I lost her.
Because he’d been chasing the dime. Hell, a damned sight more than a dime. He’d been chasing the promise of dimes, tens of thousands, if not millions, of dimes. He’d been thirty miles away, enjoying cigars and Tequila Don Julio and making promises to powerful men whose wallets he needed to finance his campaign. He’d missed what should have been the most important night in his life and the resultant guilt, thick and heavy and all-consuming, kept his boots clacking down the highway every day and night since then.
Bean took a deep breath. “What makes you think I know?”
“Give me a fucking break. You know everybody.”
“In certain worlds. And from time to time, I hear things from those worlds.” Bean told the detective what he knew, then said, “You understand all this information adds up to quite the little favor.”
The detective nodded. 
“And that favor is going deep in my pocket.”
“I get it, Judge, I get it. Something you’ll need if you and the law ever cross again.”
“If?”
The Judge flexed his calf, relieved at the feel of the .380 Sig in his boot. Another suggestion from Digger. Though Bean had never actually been convicted of anything, he knew it wasn’t particularly intelligent of him to roam the state armed. But while Barefield had once been home, now it was where he felt most naked. Thus the .380 and the bullet-proof vest and sometimes his Glock 26 subcompact at the small of his back.
Shouldn’t’a left the Glock at home...dumbass.
He’d told Digger the .380 was a just-in-case gun; a pistol just-in-case he need to blast someone to hell and back. That had been the truth, but not quite all of the truth.
The truth was that he was tired of being alone. That he was tired of a twenty-one-year death and a seven-year death and he was pretty sure it was just about time for him to cash everything in.
But also? He could feel it coming: the madness that had simmered in his blood since birth. It was beginning to boil. It was the same madness that had scalded his great-grandfather and his grandmother and his father. He’d known since childhood it would burn him just like it had them.
It’s coming. It’s in my bones and muscle, in my nerves and blood. It’s a cancer and no amount of chemo or radiation will fix it.
So before the madness left him babbling and pissing down his leg and unable to remember wife or daughter, he’d planned to snap back that hammer and lay that fucking .380’s trigger down.
“Judge? You okay?”
Except now it was different. Now there was a note and a picture of a badge.
Wait for me, Mariana, I’ll be a little while longer yet.
A mortal sin, Jeremiah, but I will wait for you forever.
The detective stared at the Judge’s hand, which bounced over the table. “I’m missing something.”
“Need me to find it for you?”
The Judge narrowed his eyes. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but aren’t you the man who lost his son? Are you anymore adept at finding missing trucks?”
For a span of heartbeats, the detective glared at the judge. For a moment, the Judge thought he might get up and leave. Instead, the man wiped his face and kept his trembling hands on the table. “A truck?”
“Should have been here an hour ago. A delivery...all points south and more than a few north.”
The detective picked at his fingernails. “How about I stay out of whatever illegal shit you’re distributing all over the western half of the fucking state.”
“Yeah...probably best.”
Around them, Johnny’s was mostly silent, the outdoor patio peopled with only a few customers. This was the Judge’s favorite table and had been since long before he’d been forced to flee Barefield and set up shop in the far desert of the Texas-Mexico border. From this table everything that was anything in Barefield was visible. All the movers and shakers, all the cops and political robbers, the wildcat drillers—what few were left—the bankers and swindlers.
Frequently the same people, the Judge thought, the same motherfuckers who dictated his life after Mariana.
Calm down. Water under the burning bridge.
“Don’t understand the empty holster,” the detective said.
The Judge swallowed some ice.
“I mean, come on, this is Texas. We let anybody carry a gun. Hell, we almost force them to.”
“So you think it’d be a good idea for Judge Royy Bean, II to openly carry? In this particular town? I think I’ve pushed certain Barefield citizens just about as far as they’re going to let me.” He laughed. Mariana always said his laugh had an edge sharp enough to cut a throat. 
The detective shook his head. “Well...fair point.”
Again, not the total truth about the empty holster he always carried, but enough for this detective.
The Judge shoved a forkful of brisket in his mouth, chased it with thick, buttered toast. Bean was irritated. The detective’s face was so alive with want, so riddled with anxiety about his son. You want to know where your grown son is? And if he really shot a cop? Was he really carrying around a dismembered foot he believed to be his biological father’s? Had he really left a church in ruins beneath fires and automatic weapons fire? 
Well, maybe he did want to know that, but that at least meant this man had a child who could get himself into a nightmare of bullshit.
The Judge didn’t have that.
Not anymore.
Sometimes, when the days left him bathed in heat and sweat and the nights’ relief could only be measured by multiple fingers of Tequila Don Julio, the Judge imagined both of his women alive. A few healthy belts and Mariana hadn’t died in childbirth and their daughter hadn’t died in a house fire. 
Let me tell you about the World, the Judge wanted to say. Let me tell you—
The words died in his throat because he finally heard it.
The hulking thrum of eighteen wheels against asphalt. Could have been any of a million different trucks, each running cargo through Barefield to somewhere else. But something about this truck sounded familiar, though the Judge had never seen the truck before and what did that matter? A truck was a truck was a truck. But as the sound grew, easing up from faint to distant, then to near and then distinct, he knew. The air split with the whine of engine braking and the purple nose came around the corner a short block away.
“Bassi.” His voice was a relieved whisper.
“Judge?” the detective said.
“The day just got better, my friend.” 
The truck stopped, clearly visible across the outdoor seating area. Johnny’s few early lunch customers looked at the gleaming white trailer. “Streets of America Caskets” was painted in huge, powerful black letters along the side. The letters flowed over the top of a soft, Norman Rockwell road. The road wound its way into a quintessentially American small town dotted with flags and cafes and a cop directing traffic and kids playing baseball. On the far side of town, the roadway lifted and faded into Heaven. A trailer designed to disappear, to escape notice. Supposed to leave a trail wholly unremarkable and unmemorable. 
The truck’s engine rattled to a silent death and then?
Not a goddamned thing.
The Judge waited for the driver’s door to open. It never cracked. The window was down, the driver’s arm hanging out and deeply tanned, but Bassi never moved to open the door.
The Judge’s jaw tightened.
This was wrong. All wrong.
A sliver of sunlight gave Bean a glimpse of Bassi, hidden deep in the truck’s cab, his head turned slightly as though he was looking in one of the mirrors, or listening to someone else in the cab.
“You have someone with you, Bassi?”
Even with his face in shadows, the Judge knew Bassi was staring at him. Was he answering that question by his very silence? 
“Damnit,” the Judge said. 
This was not going to play well.
Not at all.
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“Judge?” The detective never looked over his shoulder.
“Yes?”
“What...uh...what’s the problem?”
“It’s nothing.”
“What’s nothing?”
“Nothing is nothing.” The Judge drank deeply, crunched some ice even as hot, fresh blood pounded into his limbs. 
The .380 gun in his boot whispered in his ear, “I can help you outta this mess...whatever it might be.”
Jeremiah, no more killing. Enough is enough.
But this might require killing, Mariana. This might require killing a man the world could well do without.
You are not God, Jeremiah, you don’t get to make those decisions.
It is not my decision, love. The decision is wholly his...and I have no idea his intention.
God is God. Life and death belong to God, not you.
Her saying, her belief. She said it to him anytime the blackness came on and left him bruised and whimpering like a trashy dog kicked down the road.
“I’m the Judge...next best thing to God.”
If she’d been at his side, she’d have warmed his cheek with a harsh slap.
I promise to try not to kill him. It is the best I can do.
If that is your best, Jeremiah, I will take it...but I will also pray for you.
Casually, without a care in the world, the Judge crossed right leg over left on his thigh. The heaviness of the weapon, steel and plastic, lead and brass, calmed him. From here, if need be, he could yank his jeans, clear the gun before Bassi realized what was happening, put a couple rounds center mass, and be out the door before too many heartbeats had passed.
The heat grew, magnified by Bassi’s stillness. Sweat popped on the Judge’s skin.
“You okay, Your Honor?”
Sure, he wanted to say. Except I might have to blast this prick bloody because I don’t know what he’s doing, but I damn sure know everything’s vibing wrong. Instead, he said, “Fine, thank you for asking.” He crunched more ice, flooded his mouth with the cold. “A bit warm today.”
“A bit warm?” the detective asked. “What are you—Judge, this is Barefield. A bit warm? It’s a hundred damned degrees.”
In the truck, Bassi moved his arm from the window and a second later, the cab door opened slowly.
In the thick air, the Judge heard an imaginary orchestra, playing the lost, lonely strains of Ennio Morricone’s music. The sound track to Italian deserts heavy with cowboys while two men faced off. Music for those about to die in a hail of bullets, for the dispossessed.
The door stayed open, nothing else moving. Cars and trucks passed on Big Spring Street, going deeper into, and further out of, the heart of Barefield. Their clank banged through the air, stumbled off the sides of buildings.
Still Bassi sat. If it was Bassi in the truck. Hell, given Bassi’s bad decision making, he could be long since dead, his body heaved into a ditch or pulverized down the drill hole of an oil rig. This might be some other cowboy looking to jack up the Judge and snag the entire shipment for himself.
Come on, the Judge thought. Fucking come on. 
The traffic quieted, the clink of silverware against plates quieted, even the breath of Johnny’s customers quieted. 
Lay your hand, damnit. Let’s see your cards.
The Judge bit his tongue, swallowed into a throat of grit.
And finally, Bassi jumped from the cab. He landed, flat-footed, hard on the asphalt. He stared at the Judge, but eventually closed the cab door. It thunked, a hammering metallic sound.
The Judge swallowed his ice, laid a hand on his boot.
Bassi’s chest rose and fell, his T-shirt stained at the pits.
For the first time, the Judge was uncertain. Bassi had always been Bassi, easy to handle, but every criminal in the world made a move at some point, didn’t they? Every criminal, be it the cheap convenience store thug or the lieutenant-level cog in a drug machine, looked up the ladder at some point. Or got railroaded into cooperating with the Feds or a local task force. Hell, that was why so many of them had ended up on their knees in front of Barefield Justice of the Peace Jeremiah Bean’s bench. 
Was this Bassi’s moment?
“Make your play, then, fucker.”
Bassi spit and started across the street. A car honked. He ignored it, his gaze welded to the Judge’s.
There will be killing, Mariana. I will do it unapologetically, as I have always done. I will own the killing, as I have always done. As I have always owned all of my mistakes.
Yeah, you always have, baby.
And you, Mariana? Do you own all your mistakes? What about lies? Do you own your lies...or is there a lingering lie between us?
She was gone. He could feed her answers all day long and let the imaginary her regurgitate them back, but he couldn’t give her answers he didn’t know.
At the sidewalk, just beyond the knee-high iron fence surrounding Johnny’s outdoor patio, Bassi stopped. When his arm flashed, a blur toward his back, the Judge nearly shit. He yanked his jeans leg up and had his hand on the .380 before he realized Bassi had stopped.
Bassi spat.
“Damnit,” the Judge said.
Bassi had played him and now the .380 was no surprise.
With a smirk like a gashed scar across his face, Bassi strode to the Judge’s table and leaned over the middle. In a gentle whisper, he said, “My dope, bitch.”
“What?” The Judge’s voice exploded. It was a booming instrument and once upon a time, Mariana had loved listening to him sing. 
Every head swiveled, every eye suddenly scared; the familiar smell of criminals who came before his bench.
No more anxiety. He knew the play, understood Bassi’s lack of imagination. Bassi was late not because he’d stopped for a taste of the exotic sex he so craved, he’d stopped so he could work up the courage to steal from the Judge.
“The fuck it is.” Casually, the Judge touched his boot.
“You got your little gun in your boot? That little gun you laid on your desk to scare me when you hired me? Well, it don’t scare me at all. Neither do you, asshole.”
This wasn’t Bassi. This was some new guy, some guy with balls and a bit of steel in his spine, no longer taffy.
“You said you’d solve my problem.”
“I said I’d try, Mr. Bassi. A problem like yours is hard to solve.”
“Fuck that, you said you’d fix it. Told me to drive the truck. Make a few deliveries. Dump the last of it in Amarillo with Little Lenny. Told me you’d fix things if I drove the truck.” He leaned close to the Judge and dropped his voice. “There’s your fucking truck. I still got my problem.”
He’s crowding me. Pushing me. Why would he do that? He knows my history, knows where I’ll take this.
“How do you know that?” the cop asked.
Bassi never took his eyes from the Judge. “He called me, you asshole.”
The Judge took a long moment before answering. “And what is this gentleman’s name, Mr. Bassi?”
“Gentleman?” Bassi frowned. “Are you stupid? It was fucking Stanton. Threatened to kill me. Called me from your office in Langtry.”
“Well...perhaps it was a mistake for you to cut the country club take seventy-thirty.” 
Bassi’s eyes narrowed, slits of anger. “I set that fucking job up. I decide how the take gets split.”
“Then maybe you shouldn’t have introduced his fifteen-year-old daughter to the wonderland that is your penis.”
“I’ll decide whose hole I dick. You ain’t nothing but some shitty lawyer couldn’t keep his hand outta the till anyway.” His laugh burned with contempt. “Working the border with fucking wetbacks. Judge Royy Bean. What a load of bullcrap.”
Bassi’s breath was onions and French fries. Stale and rotted and the Judge wondered if Bassi hadn’t actually climbed out of one of the coffins in the trailer, long since dead yet shambling from one disaster to another.
Bassi kept trying to crowd him. A weak-ass intimidation, one that made the Judge want to laugh. The customers stared, goggle-eyed, but it was all bad theater now. Bassi had made his play, had made the Judge momentarily nervous, the only thing left was the histrionics.
Over the detective’s shoulder, the Judge watched Johnny. The joint’s owner stood just inside the kitchen door, one hand on the phone, the other hovering at the waistband at his back. Cars and trucks roared on the nearby streets, while the delicate bell over Johnny’s door tinkled with another customer coming for hot links. Under it all was the steady tick of everyone’s heart. 
Eventually, after seeing everyone on the patio, seeing the cars pass, hearing dogs bark somewhere distant, the Judge returned Bassi’s stare.
He says he’s not scared, but I think he is. I think, if I put that .380 right the fuck between his eyes, he’ll be plenty scared.
“You need to back up, Mr. Bassi, I’m not getting any fresh air.”
“What? You saying I stink? That’s what you’re going with?”
The Judge didn’t hesitate, didn’t play coy about his pistol. He yanked his jeans, shoved his hand into his boot, felt metal, and—
“Should’a fixed it, you son of a bitch.” Bassi drew from his lower back. 
At the same time, he hammered the Judge with a hard left to the chin. Pain exploded like a ball-peen hammer cracking his teeth and the Judge hit the ground hard. 
This is how it ends, Mariana. In a puddle of my own blood and Johnny’s spicy sauce. A piece of shit gets the drop on me and this is how it ends.
Over the top of the detective’s shouted, “Shit,” was an explosion of gunfire.
At least I’ll be able to hold you again.
You ain’t done yet, lover. Get up, Jeremiah. If you die now, I will not be waiting.
But Mariana, I—
No, you have work to do.
The man with the mustache.
GET UP!
The Judge rolled, tried to get his gun. Bullets thunked the concrete, peppering his face and hands with stinging shards. 
Bassi and the detective fired, their guns barking, while screaming customers dove for cover under tables and through the doors back into the restaurant. Two men, dressed alike in the uniform of Jehovah’s Witnesses, hopped the short fence and disappeared down the street into the summer heat.
Shots tore open everything. The soda machine and its tanks of syrup and CO2, bottles of runny red ketchup and thick yellow mustard, jars of jalapenos and relish, containers of barbeque sauce. Tumblers of soda and plates of food exploded, covering the patio.
The Judge tried again to get to his gun, but couldn’t get his jeans up while dodging the shots or while fighting the damned vest that fit him like steel sport coat one size too big.
He jumped to his feet as the warmth of his own blood streamed from his mouth. Without a word, he ran for the truck. It wasn’t going to take the cops long to get here. He didn’t want to be found and he sure as hell didn’t want the truck found.
It was a short block to the truck but the Judge’s boots slipped on the asphalt. Like a dream where he ran and ran but never moved. A car came around the corner and the horn squealed. The driver slammed his brakes but the car continued, smoke pouring from the rear tires. The Judge dipped his shoulder to absorb the collision but somehow missed it.
Instead, the car ran into a storm of bullets. They thunked a trail from hood to trunk as the thing got stopped. The driver yelped and threw the car into reverse and again the tires smoked as he blasted back the way he’d come.
Ducking and dodging, trying to avoid Bassi’s shots, Bean made it to the truck’s door. A quick yank open, two steps, and his ass was deep in the seat. 
A bullet hole stared at him. One bored in through the driver’s window and exited the far back side of the sleeper wall. Delicate shards of safety glass dotted the dashboard. 
Someone else already shooting at you?
Bean cranked the hell outta the truck’s big motor. The engine screamed and thick clouds of black smoke filled the air. 
So who was shooting?
Stanton? Or, given Bassi’s tastes, someone else altogether?
“You fucking dumbass,” he said, berating himself. Why had he ever thought Bassi could make a delivery? He’d known for years what Bassi was all about and what kind of baggage he brought with him. “Damnit, Bassi, what’d you do?”
A bullet answered. It tore into the door just behind the Judge. He heaved the truck into gear and got it moving. Inches at a time.
From the patio, Bassi kept shooting. Bullets hit the trailer and the engine housing. One bullet shattered the entire front windshield while another tore through the radiator. In the outside mirrors, the Judge saw the trailer and his balls tightened.
Smoke poured from it.
“No, no.” Bean hit the steering wheel. “Damnit.”
Bassi hopped the knee-high fence around the patio and bolted into the street, waving his arms. “That’s my weed. You ain’t getting it.”
The Judge blasted the horn. The truck kept moving, a decent bit of power now in its belly.
Bassi jumped onto the nose of the rig, catching the hood ornament and hauling himself up on top of the thing.
“Are you crazy?” Bean said.
“This is my shit.”
Bean jammed down the accelerator. The truck lurched and bumped as though taking a deep breath. Then it jumped forward.
Bassi whipped his gun onto the hood and leveled it at Bean.
Bean jerked the wheel left. Bassi slid to one side and his gun skittered across the hood. When the Judge yanked back hard right, Bassi went the other direction. 
“Get. Off. My. Truck.” With each word, Bean jerked the wheel back the other direction, tossing Bassi side to side, loosening his grip. 
“Fuuuuck yooouuuuu.” Bassi howled. He slid off the hood but managed to keep his hand tight around the ornament. Somehow, he got his head up over the edge of the nose again. “Tell her I’m sorry.”
“What the fuck’re you talking about?”
The air was full of sirens now. Cops called to a shootout and a burning truck and who knew how far away they were.
“Tell Faith I’m sorry.”
Guiding the truck down Big Spring Street, cars parting like he was Moses in the fucking Red Sea, Bean yanked out his cell phone.
“Faith, I’m sooooooorrrrryyyy.”
Then Bassi was gone. He’d ripped the ornament off the truck when he went down. The cab bumped over Bassi’s body.
Bean pushed the thing harder.
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Less than a hundred miles from Barefield, just a little south of Lubbock, the smell of gun oil, and fear-stink, filled the space between duo.
Only four lonely bullets left. But if the ammo ran dry, there was always the Kennedys, wasn’t there? And the Nazis after that.
Damnit, clear the shadows and confusion outta your head. Sing a song. Dance a jig. Draw a fucking picture. 
None of that ever worked. The shadows were always there, light or dark, drugs or whiskey be damned.
This time it was a man. Probably a different one, even though his face was pudgy and drawn and scared and sweaty, just like the guy in Albuquerque...or maybe the one in Sierra Vista. “You’re all the same.”
Same man, different man. All scared and babbling for mercy. Same men, same women. Their fear all had the same funk to it. Boobs or dicks, high society or dog shit, fear smelled and tasted the same. 
“When it comes to fear, everybody bleeds the same.”
This guy—too-tight jeans strangling his balls, fake silk shirt unbuttoned to the bottom of his too-hairy chest—saw the gun and immediately dropped to his knees. Just like a Southern Baptist preacher at tent revivals, on his knees, begging for coin. 
Except his hands weren’t out. How them saved souls gonna drop silver in that palm if those hands aren’t out?
“Beg...” Touched the gun to the man’s forehead. “Beg.”
Head bobbing like one of those dolls, spittle all over his lips. “Sure...anything you want. Hell, everything you want. Just let me and the sun wake up together tomorrow.”
“Or at least long enough to get some clean skivvies, huh?”
The man had pissed himself. “I don’t want to die.”
“Who does?” A pause. “I been running short of bullets.”
Hope flared in the man’s eyes.
“But I know the Kennedys. Personally.”
“What? The who?”
“Whoooooooo...are you? Great song.” A cough, a hesitation. “Let me ask you this: how can you put a man in charge whose family sold bullets to the Germans in World War II?”
“The fuck are you talking about?” the man asked. From his knees, he backed away, tried to stand. “You’re crazy.”
The gun smashed hard against his skull. “How ’bout I crazy your brains all over the fucking wall?”
Now his hands came out. The full Southern Baptist picture.
“No, no.” Voice high and scared like a school girl’s. “Ain’t what I meant. What I mean was...that yeah, you’re right. He can’t be in charge. World War I or II, or III or what the fuck ever.”
The gun sagged. “Dude, agreeing with me ain’t gonna help. I mean, nice try, grabbing whatever you can, but you don’t understand me. You don’t have the intellect.” Tap-tap-tap of the gun against skull. “So stop embarrassing yourself and tell me where the Judge is.”
“What judge?”
“Bean. With two y’s.”
The gun caressed his ear, barrel along his lobe, then dragging a line along his throat, as though through the ease of touch the information would come pouring from this rat of a man. There had been rats up and down the hot part of America, the brown part of America with all those Mexicans, and the touch had worked with most of them.
Yeah, those people were all dead now, ’s why the magazine was running short, but the touch had mostly worked. Never totally, no one gave up the Judge’s precise location, which they all obviously knew, how could they not, but the circle was drawing tighter, wasn’t it? 
When it was tight enough, a noose so elegant even a hangin’ judge would love it, the air would be bathed in the nasty stench gunpowder and blood, of piss and the man’s shit.
“I want the Judge.”
A giggle leaked from the man’s thin lips, just like the piss had from his dick. “We all do, gangsta.”
“Maybe, but I’m gonna get him. Where is he?”
“Swear to God, I don’t know. I haven’t seen him in months.”
“Goddamnit, are you people all so fucking stupid? All of you know where he is. Why is everyone screwing with me? I am not to be screwed with. I am dangerous. I’m a killer.”
His hands came out again. “Easy, gangsta. I’m on your side. I’m saying, the Judge screwed lots’a people. Jesus Christ, I think any of us would dig getting a hand on him.”
“Careful, gangsta, blasphemers don’t do well with me.”
“I get’cha. No problem.” Slowly, the man stood. “I’ll help you find him. Let me get a few bucks outta him, and I’ll hand you more bullets...long as you put one in his brain.”
“When was the last time you saw him?”
The man shrugged. “Five, maybe six, months.”
“Who saw him after you?”
“How the crap would I know that? But I heard he was in Barefield.”
A laugh floated out from behind the gun. A scratchy, sloppy sound. “I sent a package there, asshole. He hasn’t worked in Barefield since Joseph P. bought the White House from the mob in Chicago.”
The man’s eyes flashed. “Not working, at least not wearing the robes. Way I heard it, just a couple days old, Bean was hot and bothered about a poker game. Thought maybe he’d finally find whatever the fuck it is he’s been pissing about for four years.”
Smiled. “Well, we all make sacrifices in one way or another. But not Moses and his ageless wives. It was all of a piece, wasn’t it? 
“Uh...sure.” The man nodded. “Listen, word was, a few days back, at some other game in Victoria, he was getting all worked up about some chick. Kept saying just wanted to be done, wanted to get back to her. Freaked the guys at the game out.”
“Her...who?”
The man shrugged. “I guess his dead wife. I hear he talks to her all the time. Guy is completely buzzfucked.” He raised his hands conspiratorially. “Find a guy called Echo. A smoke hound, runs stolen shit outta his garage. West side somewhere. The Judge grew him up, kept him straight and narrow when Echo’s mama was dead or dying or some shit.”
“Grew him up? He Bean’s kid?”
“Might as well been, way I heard it. Don’t really know the details of that shit, I got eyes other directions.”
The gun hesitated. “Is he still in Barefield?”
“Gangsta...please, the Judge don’t run his schedule through me. I got no clue about when exactly.”
A tired sigh. “Yeah, wrong answer, Gracie.”
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The semi-rig, trailer burning and fiery coffins tumbling from the back, bursting open against the asphalt, thundered along the street.
“Fuck.”
Everything had gone wrong. It had been such a simple thing. Play some poker, maybe find Mariana’s property, make a few bucks, get back to Langtry West and its comforting ghosts. But the finger and the note, then Bassi’s cheap bid for glory had screwed everything. What the fuck was next now? 
“Gotta hide this burning dope wagon.”
Not an easy proposition. Against his ear, the phone continued to ring.
And ring.
“Come on, Echo, answer, damnit.”
The four blocks he’d traveled from Johnny’s seemed like the breadth of the entire country and yet he wasn’t moving anywhere near fast enough. He kept the accelerator at the floor and the engine screamed but refused to give him anymore. This bastard of a hulking monster had a mind of its own. As fast as it wanted and no faster. It would build up a head of speed when it wanted, no sooner, and fuck off if you don’t like it.
All around him, like bumpers in a damned pinball machine, cars. Judge Bean yanked the wheel left but couldn’t avoid an old station wagon. When he hit it, the left rear quarter crumpled and reminded the Judge of an old man who’d once crumpled while standing right in front of the Judge’s bench. Crumpled and died. Right there. On the courtroom floor dead.
It’d only been a speeding ticket.
Four cars already had gotten scraped or bumped. Fenders dented, sides ripped. And don’t forget, ladies and gentlemen, one car had gouged its way along the street for fifty feet when the burning trailer caught the damned thing’s bumper.
Thump-thump-thump
If he had single clue about how to drive a big rig, he might not have torn up so much private property while he hauled ass outta Johnny’s. But aside from his SUV and his motorcycle, he really had no clue how to drive anything.
Doubly so not anything that burned while he drove it.
When he finally left the residential streets around Johnny’s for light industrial of the near-outskirts, there were fewer cars. Out here, the streets lost their downtown luster and choked on weeds, broken glass, and potholes. Empty buildings appeared, standing side by side with run-down or abandoned housing projects and shooting galleries left to the dead and nearly dead. Down these streets, people could barely afford the crack and crank that kept them at least feeling alive; cars were damn well an unattainable luxury so he actually felt worse about those few he did hit.
The truck was moving now, not yet beyond thirty-five miles an hour but honestly, how fast could he go with something this big on these streets? The howl of the engine rose and fell, the chrome stacks belching black exhaust in rhythm, as he cycled through gears trying to speed up on straight roads and slow down for turns. Every lurch of the tractor and trailer tossed another coffin onto the road. Bent, broken, blackened from the trailer fire, they busted open like skulls cracked with a billy club. Plastic-bag wrapped weed tumbled out, scattered all over the asphalt.
“Are you kidding me?”
A dog. Big and black. Wandering into the street and completely unimpressed with the semi bearing down on him.
“Get the hell gone,” the Judge yelled.
The animal licked its teeth, as though deciding, then sat.
“Fine. Your fucking choice.”
Bean punched the pedal. The engine swallowed, took a deep breath, and stumbled forward.
Don’t you dare. I’ll beat your ass, Jeremiah.
“Damnit, Mariana, I don’t have time for—”
But even in death, his life never refilled with anyone else, he couldn’t stand the thought of Mariana angry or disappointed with him.
One hand still holding his cell against his cheek, clanking his knees around the steering wheel, Bean’s free hand found the horn. A long booming blast split the air.
The dog cocked his head.
“Move, you stupid fucking animal.”
The horn again, and now the truck decided to put some speed under those huge tires and wasn’t it close enough that the damned dog could feel the engine heat? 
“Moooooove!” at the same time he laid on the horn.
Thump-thump-thump
The dog yipped, darted out of the street as the truck rumbled past. Tail tucked firmly up its ass, busting balls through some bushes. And just beyond the bushes?
An old man sitting on his porch. Bottle in hand. Watching everything. He waved. “Truck’s a’burning,” he shouted. “Prob’ly oughta take care’a that.”
The Judge gave a short horn. The old man laughed as he yanked out a cell and started snapping pictures. Still laughing, he started coughing and quickly doubled over until he was on his knees, but he kept his arm high to get more pictures.
“Great. Fucker’s going to have a stroke and that’ll be on my conscience.”
What conscience, he almost asked. You destroyed your family and fell into a bottle...and a syringe...to ease your soul. Fucking coward...
Another two crashes and Bean knew more dope was gone. How long before the neighborhood junkies realized there were pounds and pounds of top-shelf Mexican weed flying around like manna from Heaven?
“Merry Christmas,” he said as summer sweat, mixed with a healthy dose of balls-up scared sweat, rolled down his face. “Smoke up.”
Just don’t tell the cops you got it from a disbarred justice of the peace who may well have, God alone knew, how many new warrants sitting in the District Attorney’s office by the end of the day.
Almost on cue, sirens split the air. The shriek was distant and maybe they weren’t chasing him, but they were damn sure getting to Johnny’s and if he could hear them when he was this far from Johnny’s, they were probably past the barbeque joint, following the trail of broken cars and spilled dope.
“Damnit, Bassi, you son of a bitch.”
In his ear, the phone continued to ring.
And ring.
Thump-thump-thump
And freakin’ ring, a melodic counterpoint to the sirens.
“Damnit, Echo, answer the phone before I slice your balls into next week and stuff them—” 
“Yo, cut that shit out,” Echo said. “Who you is, threatening me like that?”
“It’s Bean. Open the doors.”
The engine howled, the fire licked and laughed along the trailer, the brakes screamed when the Judge had to slow down, blood pounded in his ears. And yet, the silence Echo offered him was louder than everything else. 
“Echo, please, I need your help. Open the doors.”
“Judge Royy Bean...the second.” Echo breathed each syllable. “Didn’t know you was in town. If this gonna be a reunion, I guess I can break out some of the top-snort whiskey we lifted last month.”
“Damnit, Echo, open the doors.”
“Man, you oughta be listening to the poh-leece scanner.”
He whistled and Bean heard sarcasm even in the whistle.
“Fucking thing’s going nuts. They was some trouble over at Johnny’s. So many squads out there I can hear them from here. Gotta shoot fest, I guess. Say, you weren’t over there eating were you? I know you dig that place. Guess you didn’t get shot, huh?”
“Open the damned doors.” The Judge’s voice boomed, reverberated through the truck’s cab like a bomb. 
Beneath the boom, though, he was scared. His feet fumbled between gas and brakes while he yanked the wheel hard right and the truck slid around a corner, banging and popping and burning. Smoke poured out and filled the sky with a thick, black, giant locator beacon.
“Who the fuck is you?” Echo’s voice blasted through the phone. “Not a word in two years and now you yelling demands?”
The Judge took a deep breath. You need a favor, a big one. Ease up. “I know, Echo, and I have no excuses other than being selfish. But right now, I’m deep and I—” He hesitated. Was going to toss him some line about needing the best of the best. But Echo wasn’t stupid, not even close. That was what had attracted the Judge to him. “I’ve got nowhere else to turn.”
“That’s killing you, ain’t it?”
“Echo, that was me. At Johnny’s.”
“Yeah, huh?”
“At Johnny’s...yeah. Now open the doors, you fucking smokehound.”
Echo chuckled. “That’s the Judge I know. Scanner said a truck was on fire.”
“Goddamnit, that’s my truck. It’s on fire. And I’m coming so you better have an open bay.”
Echo breathed angry. “Son of a bitch. Bean’s coming. He’s bringing us a shitmess, too. Open the doors.” 
Just in time, too. The Judge fought the truck through a last turn, felt the thing slide across the gravel. The pavement was old and broken, cracked with years’ worth of forgotten potholes. The truck bounced and jumped and on the far edge of the road, the right side of the truck caught the shoulder and grabbed.
The truck teetered on the edge of the roadway and a hot wire of fear stabbed the Judge as the truck rocked back and forth. 
You fall over now, you bastard, and you’re going straight to Texas Department of Criminal Justice.
Where he’d be met by how many mopes who’d stood before his bench over the years, who’d listened to him lecture them before sentencing them to five or ten or twenty years DOC? A shitpile lot of them, that’s how damned many, and it’d be ugly. They’d slice him up just to watch him bleed, then bandage him all up just to slice him again the next week.
So best keep your ass out of TDCJ.
The sirens, getting as loud as a bad country band, were like a shitty reminder to stay the hell outta prison.
Swallowing hard, the Judge eased the truck gently back to the faded center line. The trailer tipped, swayed, but came back down wheels against the road.
Ahead of him, the doors began to open. Slowly.
“Son of a bitch.”
He’d never get through, he was moving too fast. He’d tear at least one door off, maybe both. Echo’s giant doors, still the originals from the first trucking business in that location decades ago, seemed to be frozen in the west Texas heat.
“Open, damnit, open,” the Judge said, his voice a whisper.
Thump-thump-thump
But the doors mocked him.
“Come on...come on, you bastards.”
At four hundred, maybe five hundred, feet out, his balls began to shrivel. He yelled into the phone, still glued to his ear. “Echo...the doors.”
“They’re opening. Shut up, will ya?”
“They’re not.”
“They are!”
“They’re—”
“Shut the fuck up, you gassy old bastard!”
The Judge tossed the phone aside and jumped off the gas. Choked of fuel, the semi shuddered and the sudden deceleration banged Bean against the steering wheel. 
“Open...open openopen.”
The truck barreled through the electrified chain link fence and stumbled over the cracked asphalt parking lot. One of Echo’s men dove out of the way, a red bandanna tied over his skull and flapping in the blast of air from the Judge’s truck.
When the truck was past, he ran back and banged the chain-link gates closed.
A pothole pulled the truck left, threw it back right. Bean hung on to the wheel, fighting to keep it straight and lined up with the doors. From across the passenger foot well, Echo’s voice split the air from the Judge’s phone.
The building loomed. In the shadows, a skinny Mexican kid had managed to get both doors mostly open. The truck hammered through them as it dove into the garage, knocking one backward until it bounced against the wall, came back, and bashed into the side of the trailer.
The Judge stood on the brakes, felt the tires leave behind lines of rubber like black coke.
Echo yelled. “Are you stupid? Don’t lock it up.”
The Mexican kid, goggle-eyed, crossed himself.
The tires screamed on the garage’s concrete floor. The Judge pounded the brakes, willing them to stop the thing before they crashed through the back wall. That wall, grimy bricks stained with grease and soot, towered over the truck.
“Shit shit shit,” Echo said.
The Mexican kid took off, his hat forgotten on the floor. He dashed through a door and disappeared as the trailer began to jack-knife. Still burning, the trailer slammed into empty oil barrels and sent them flying. Smoke, as black as Echo, filled the garage quickly, slashed the sunlight down to ragged shafts of smoke-hazed white.
Thump-thump-thump
Echo waved his arms, directing the Judge to park the damned thing. 
Left, right. No, left again. No, no, right.
“The fuck is your problem?” Bean yelled out the cab’s window. “Stop this fucking truck.”
“This ain’t my fault, you grizzled son of a bitch. Don’t you wreck my garage.”
“That boat already sailed.”
Thump-thump-thump
The truck careened toward the back wall, slowing but still too fast. The Judge threw himself into the sleeper cab—
—Thump-thump-thump—
—And waited for a violent shower of bricks that would come down on his head like God’s own thunder.
Echo’s howl rose above everything.
“NooooooOOOOOOOO!”
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Somehow, the hulking monster, tens of thousands of pounds of steel and plastic and lead and fluids and coffins and dope and rubber, that screamed and howled and fought against everything Bean tried to do—and on fucking fire, too!—stopped.
Suddenly, as though the hand of Mariana’s God came right the hell down and simply froze the thing.
The engine shuddered, died. 
Inches from the wall.
Bean breathed slowly, vaguely surprised to still be alive. 
No one moved, as though no one could quite believe it. Echo, eyes as wide as pie plates, stared at Bean. His men, black, brown, white, and all dirty, stood dead still.
The trailer kept burning, filling the garage with a thick smoke and the sweet stench of cannabis.
“Know that smell,” Echo said. “Judge? Toking a little? Druggin’ and drivin’ a bad way to go.” He inhaled hard. “So...yeah...my garage burns down? I’m killing everybody.”
Echo’s men jumped into business. Hoses appeared from nowhere, blasting water and foam. Two men slammed the garage doors closed. The summer sun snapped off as though someone had turned off a giant, plasma-screen TV.
“Get out, dumbshit,” Echo said.
“What?” Bean said. “Why?”
“’Cause the truck is on fire?”
Jumping down, Bean ran to the trailer. “Don’t worry about the fucking fire. Get that dope.” 
“Your wagon’s full’a dope?”
“It’s in the trailer. What the hell’d you think?”
Echo laughed. “Thought that was just you sucking a big ol’ spliff.” He pointed to the trailer. “Says coffins, yo.”
“Echo...the dope?”
Most of Echo’s guys swarmed the burning trailer while a couple others continued to hose the fire. They tore through the smoldering coffins and bag after bag flew out. With every bag that plopped to the stained concrete floor, Echo’s eyes got brighter.
“Down, boy,” the Judge said.
“That a comment on my heritage?”
“On your heritage? I’m commenting on your big, black, weed-inspired boner.”
Echo snorted. “Fair enough.”
When the weed had been saved, all the men went back to the fire and had it out in just a few minutes. Heavy black smoke hung over everything and through the darkness, the Judge could hear men coughing violently, but still they worked. Near the far windows, a man went to a huge electric box on the far wall and cranked the handle down. Above them, four huge fan blades began swirling.
After a bit, the smoke began to clear, slowly disappearing into the roof.
“Just a thought, Echo,” Bean said. “But maybe blowing all that black smoke through that giant hole in the roof might tell law enforcement exactly where I am?”
Echo frowned. “Man gets hisself a black robe, thinks ever’body else is stupid.” He looked through the smoke. “Julio.” Echo pronounced it with a hard J. “Tell him.”
The skinny Mexican kid stepped up. “Fan’s set slow, don’t dump too much smoke too fast. We all good.”
The Judge frowned. “Other than having to breathe it because we can’t vent too quickly.”
“Motherfucker, you needed a place and you got a place.” Echo’s voice hardened. “I can just open the damned doors and let you drive on outta here.”
“I’m sorry, Echo.”
“Doing the damn best we can. Which not ever’body always does.”
Bean let that sit for a few seconds. “Need to dump smoke often, do you? And what happens when the fire marshal comes around, checking on exits and extinguishers, and smells a garage full of cannabis?”
Julio laughed. “Grease the wheels, no problem.”
“Damned system, corrupt as a three-dollar bill,” Bean said.
Echo laughed. “Corrupt system? Dude, you are the system, yo. Corrupt as they come. Drugs, guns, whores, murd—”
The Judge swiveled his gaze on Echo. “I don’t run prostitutes.”
Julio snickered. “Ain’t worried about no murder, but don’t wanna be down with whores.”
The Judge’s voice took on the texture of hot steel. “Every prostitute was someone’s daughter.” He stepped up to Julio, his six-three frame towering over a less-than-six Julio. “Do you hear me? Every prostitute had a mother or a father or a brother or sister. Do you understand?”
Julio’s eyes darted between Echo and the Judge. 
“Do. You. Under. Stand?”
“Uh...yes...uh, yes, sir. I didn’t mean no offense.” 
For a long moment, maybe forever, the Judge held Julio’s watery, baby-shit brown eyes. The man’s breath hesitated. Bean took another step, let his hand play subtly over his empty holster. He reveled in the little man’s quiver, and then hated himself for the cheap intimidation.
You treat him this way, Jeremiah? After he’s helped you?
Bean strode to where other men gathered the bags of weed. They collected every bag and packed them carefully into cardboard boxes. On the truck, men were emptying the coffins that hadn’t burned. After a few more minutes, the trailer was empty.
“Where are they taking my dope?”
“All yo smoke going on another set of wheels. Done and gone inside’a half hour.”
“Less what burned.” Bean rubbed his temple. Of two hundred and fifty coffins, maybe seventy-five had had burned completely or been tossed out the back during the drive. 
“Not even two hundred. Son of a bitch.”
Echo shrugged. “Well...one hundred sixty, anyway.”
“What?”
“Twenty points.”
“Are you kidding me?”
“Wouldn’t kid a man about his dope. Damn sure wouldn’t kid a man about nearly burning down my garage and forcing me to get another truck ready to finish his delivery. You’ll get a bill for that truck, too. Time, mileage, wear and tear.”
“You listen to me, you—”
“All respect...you listen to me, you empty-holster wearing dumbass. I ain’t one of your clients. You see me standing up’a front of you pleading for help? I’m a businessman, yo.” He thumped his chest. “You dumped a shitload of crap onto my dinner plate. Cops are everywhere. You hear that?”
Echo jerked a thumb toward the office. Even in the crackle of the cooling metal and wood, and the bang and grunt of men moving coffins, the Judge heard it clearly. The scanner was still ablaze. Every one of those voices, the Judge knew, was looking for him. Not by name, though that was probably bound to come up eventually. They were looking for a burning truck and everyone who might have been involved in a shoot-out at Johnny’s.
“That truck is hot as a sick whore. I gotta figure a way to burn that thing and—”
“Burn my truck?”
“It rolls outta here and we all go down. Trailer’s burned, cab’s shot to shit. You think Barefield five-oh ain’t gonna notice?” Echo breathed deeply, stood tall. “So yeah, I’m gonna take me a little piece of whatever action you got left. I’m sorry that fucks you with whoever you shipping to—”
“Little Lenny.”
Echo’s eyes widened. His Adam’s Apple bobbed a few times. Eventually, he nodded. “Yo...Little Lenny, huh? Ever’body’s gotta be in bed with somebody, I guess.”
Bean nodded. “But it’s not personal, right? Just business.”
Echo cut his eyes toward the judge. “It’s exactly what you doing to those idiots down south. More to the point, it exactly what you taught me a’fore you left.”
Eventually, the Judge offered his hand. Hesitantly, Echo shook it.
“We good, yo?”
“We good, yo,” Bean said.
Echo blinked, surprised. “Uh...okay. Nothing quite like an old white boy slinging lingo.” The black man’s eyes lingered over the burned truck. “Wanna tell me?”
Bean sighed. “Well, there was an all-night poker game. Thought I might find it. You hear anything?”
“Come on, Judge, it’s me...Echo. I heard about it, I’d’a told you. Hell, I’d’a bought it and sent it to you gift-wrapped.”
Bean nodded.
“So a poker game...?”
“Yes. And then a package with a finger in it and a note that said—”
Echo cocked his head. “A finger? Yo, you into some weird shit, man.”
And over it all, Johnny’s death. The man had been a friend forever, longer even than Digger or Echo. The three of them had spent many a night at the honky-tonks and blues clubs up and down west Texas’ chitlin circuit.
I already miss you, Johnny. I’m so sorry for the mess I brought down on you.
Breathing steadily, trying to hold himself together, Bean stood as tall as he could and looked Echo straight in the eye. “Johnny’s dead.”
Echo’s jaw tightened.
Near the end, as Bean got the truck around a corner, Johnny had fallen. The barbeque man caught a bullet, who the hell knew from which gun, and there had been nothing but blood after that. Bean had no idea what happened to the detective or the customers. For all he knew, everyone had made it out alive.
Or no one had.
Have I killed again, Mariana? Are there more bodies at my feet?
You are a wise and terrible man, Jeremiah, and there will always be bodies at your feet. But not those.
I love you, Mariana.
Echo stared at Bean for a long while, then spit and walked into his office. He slammed the door, and through the window, Bean saw him sit heavily behind the desk, his head in his hands.
Julio came to the Judge. “Wa’ss the problem?” Julio was maybe twenty-one with a wisp of a mustache across his upper lip like a dirt stain. His eyes were washed-out and his skin was almost translucent it was so pale. 
“Johnny was his cousin.”
The kid frowned. “Yeah? And Cousin Johnny’s dead?”
“Yes.”
The kid crossed himself. “Tough day. He die good?”
Bean licked his lips. “Not sure there is a good death.”
“Damn sure is. Good death...bad death. Makes all the difference.”
“To who?”
The kid nodded upward. “Big gangsta upstairs, man.” The kid shook his head as though clearing it of death and religion. “Soooo...we good? Price all worked?”
“Got something to write on?”
Julio stuck out a hand. The Judge quickly scribbled an address on the boy’s skin. “Five large if you get all of it there. One hundred and sixty coffins, twenty pounds per coffin. Thirty-two hundred pounds.”
Julio whistled. “Worth a helluva lot more than five G’s.”
“How much that bullet worth?” Bean asked.
“The one you’ll put in my head?”
“The one Little Lenny’ll put in your balls...and then work from there. It’ll take you a week to die.”
“Uh-huh.” Julio cocked a head toward Bean’s empty holster, then grinned. A gold-covered tooth winked. “Pay up, baby. ’S good as there.”
Bean shook his head. “Good as still sitting in the lot. You’ll get it through Echo.”
Julio frowned. “Echo take twenty.”
“If you’re the one, I’ll cover Echo’s points. One of Echo’s other mopes, I won’t.”
Without another word, Julio hopped in the truck, fired it up, and left the yard.
Bean stepped outside, looking for a lungful of fresh air. Though he still hear some sirens, most were silent now, as though Barefield PD had realized whoever they’d been chasing was already gone. It had been a major firefight, though, and a burning truck was missing and by now the cops knew it was a drug deal, courtesy of the weed strewn along the roads. Plus a beloved local businessman was dead. So now way was BPD going to give up just yet. Citizens would probably hear sirens well into the evening hours.
Beloved businessman. Dead. Johnny was gone and Bean thought maybe there would be one less star in the night sky tonight, maybe one less ray of sunshine tomorrow morning. Yeah, Johnny had a taste and ran stolens through his joint more than once, but he was still a favored son. Barefield’s power elite loved his food and as long as he served it hot and greasy, they’d let a moderate amount of bullshit pass.
“’Cause they’re hypocrites,” Bean said to no one. “Fucking Barefield elite, as shitty and low-life as the mopes who came through my court room.”
Be careful, Jeremiah. Everyone fails at one time or another. Everyone fails to live up to their own standards at least once...sometimes lots of times.
“Hypocrites of the worst order.” 
The afternoon blew a hot wind through his bones. Beneath his cowboy hat, he sweated.
Those hypocrites allowed Johnny a vice or two but ran Bean out of town with threats of impeachment and investigations and jail and prison. It was just a matter of—
When the man screamed, Bean’s balls thundered into his belly. It was a long, bellowing howl, torn from deeper inside a man than the Judge would have thought possible. He dashed back into Echo’s place, found Echo standing next to the cab of the truck, his dark skin gone angry.
“What?” Bean said.
“Shit mess? Did I say you brought a shit mess? Judge, goddamnit, you brought a fucking disaster. Who the hell is that?”
“Who is who?”
Echo pointed to the interior of the cab.
When Judge Royy Bean, II looked, he almost pissed himself.
A girl.
Trying to hide her tears.
Handcuffed. Shackled. Chained.
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Fourteen years old? Maybe fifteen? Thin as a heroin addict. Hair disheveled. Make-up years beyond her age smeared across her face. Arms bruised. Squinting eyes blinking rapidly at the suddenly light. 
Tears streaking that makeup but something beneath those tears, too. Something that somehow reminded Bean of Mariana’s strength.
“Holy balls,” Bean said.
“Crap,” Echo said, finger over his nose. “Get a load of the stink, babe.”
The odor of an unwashed body, musky and thick, sharp, yet so much deeper than just days out of the shower. This was also fear. Ripe and overwhelming and as bitter as ammonia.
And that last scent? That last little layer of flavor over the top of it all?
Hopelessness.
You’ve worn that perfume, Jeremiah.
Yes.
Yet somehow she was immaculately dressed. A long white dress, of the sort Mariana had worn to her own confirmation and wanted their daughter to wear to hers. Gloves that ran to her elbows. White shoes with neat buckles on the toes.
“Nope.” Echo shook his head. “Ain’t doing this. This is your truck, Judge, that’s what you keep saying. Your truck...your dope...so your girlfriend. Get her out—”
“It was Bassi, my driver. He has a taste.” 
Surprise etched on Echo’s face. “You hired a pervert? What the fuck was that about?”
“I thought—” Bean’s face flooded with hot, embarrassed blood. “I made a mistake.”
“Sure as shit did. Now get her the fuck outta here. No kids. No little girls.”
“Shut up.”
“Ain’t shutting up, Judge. This is bad. Short-eyes bad.”
“Sssssshut the fuck up.” Bean turned to the girl and tried not to see the specks of dried brown all around her inside the sleeper but specifically not on the dress.
“What’s your name?”
She tried to crawl deeper into her prison. A bar ran the width of the cab, down near the floor of the sleeper and deep inside the frame of the sleeper’s bed. Echo’s men had found it when they yanked the cushions and bench. 
No doubt looking for more dope, the Judge thought. 
And finding, instead, a chained girl with just enough room to lay on her side if she stayed in a fetal position. With the wooden platform and cushions over her, she was completely invisible to the world.
Bean’s stomach rolled. 
Blue eyes, rimmed with tears, darted between him and Echo and the door on the far side of the cab.
Echo jerked the Judge away from the truck, slammed the door. The bang bounced off the garage’s brick walls.
“The fuck are you doing?” The Judge moved to reopen the door but Echo held it closed. “Move, Echo. I need to talk to her. I need—”
“Ain’t your daughter.” 
The Judge froze. “What did you say? Repeat that.”
“Your Honor, you know I love you. Taught me how’t’a be me. Dragged a man outta my mama’s boy. Stood tall, in front’a my bullshit year after year. After Mama got gunned, you kept me alive. Didn’t leave so good, but you got a spot in my heart...always. But that girl, whoever she is, ain’t your daughter.”
Bean shook his head. “What the fuck are you—”
“Your daughter is dead. You missed her birth because you were getting money to campaign and then she died in a house fire.”
“I put her in that house.” He stared at Echo. “I set her to burn.”
“Shit on that. You did no such fucking thing. You did what you hadda do. I cain’t imagine the hurt in your heart, but your daughter is dead. She ain’t coming back...ever. Your grief been eating you for years.”
Bean turned away, fists tight. Lash out. Go ahead, beat Echo bloody and leave him unconscious on his own concrete floor. Because that would solve all the problems, wouldn’t it? That would be the perfect answer.
The pathetic cliché was that the Judge was angry at himself, not Echo. The black man spoke a painful truth. Same fucking painful truth that put a glass of tequila in Bean’s hand most every night.
And a needle in a vein for how many years?
“Judge, listen to me, yo. You ain’t careful? That grief gonna eat you up the rest of your life.”
Won’t be long, he wanted to say. He could feel his family’s madness coming.
Jeremiah, it’s not coming. I keep telling you that.
You do keep telling me, Mariana, but it is. Great granddaddy. Gramma. Daddy. Eventually me.
“You gonna be fine, Judge,” Echo said. 
“You’re not listening to me. I will not live long enough to be fine.”
Echo shook his head dismissively. “Okay, you be dead tomorrow, but right now? In this garage? We cain’t do this...with this girl. This is long gone beyond what I handle.”
“It’s not yours to handle.” Bean took a deep breath. “Bassi found her and I hired him. This is my problem to handle.”
How long had that girl been chained there? Bassi left Langtry West more than a week ago and had made stops all over the southern and western part of the state. When had he snatched the girl?
Or bought her?
“Yeah, but his shitmess got dumped on my doorstep.”
Bean sighed. “I apologize about that. I had no idea about her.”
Bean had accepted Bassi’s assurances. Sitting in Digger’s bar, the air conditioner blasting away, the smell of cow shit and dust heavy in the air. Bassi’s hair combed and clothes casual but clean and explaining patiently how all his bullshit was behind him, his urge for little girls long since gone, worked out in therapy and drugs and rubber bands around his dick. The son of a bitch had been so smooth. Polished as blued steel and just as deadly. Bassi had shown just enough hesitation in exactly the right places, had bled sincerity. 
The Judge ground his teeth until pain became a jackhammer in his jaw. Asswipe had probably already been packing a hard pole as he sat on the far side of the table from Bean; knowing he was getting over on the Judge and that soon enough, he’d have a private, mobile rape shack for at least a week.
Plain and simple, Mr. Judge Royy Bean, II...you got played. By a weak sister who hadn’t even broken a sweat.
“Well played, Bassi,” Bean said.
“I’m talking, yo,” Echo said. “Whatever pervert driver you hired ain’t here.”
The situation was gone shit to hell. Part of that was Bassi’s play for the dope. Part of that was bodies all over Johnny’s Barbeque. Part of it this little girl.
Yet part of it, too, was the finger and the note and the plague carried within that note. The accusation was infectious and now ate at Bean’s equilibrium.
Why did you lie to me, Mariana? Was the truth so terrible that you couldn’t share it with me?
“Don’t care the who or the why.” Echo blew out a breath. “Just care that I got way too young a piece’a snatch in my garage.”
“Boss?” one of Echo’s men said. “The fires are burning.”
Echo nodded. “Hang on, we ain’t there yet.”
Bean eyed both of them. “What’s he talking about?”
Echo’s man talked fast, casual. “We got fires, Judge. Nice and hot right now. Got a need later today.”
Another of Echo’s men came from around the far side of the truck. He carried a medium-sized cardboard box. “Boss?”
“Ain’t now, homey.”
“Yeah, but...You gotta see.”
“Daryl.” Echo spoke sharply. “Not now, man, I ain’t got time for this, I got dealings.”
“Boss.” Daryl’s voice boomed in the garage. He dropped the box, hard, to the floor at Echo’s feet. “Ain’t got time not to see this.” 
Visibly grinding his teeth, Echo looked in the box. For a half a minute, there was nothing but his breath, faster and faster and whistling through his crooked nose like a train whistle while angry color filled his face. “Motherfuck me running.”
“At least,” Daryl said. “Gotta be a hundred. Maybe more.” His voice dropped. “Got ‘Faith’ written on all of ’em.”
Echo took a deep breath and Bean could see him trying to get control of himself. “That fucking driver of yours had some serious nastiness going on. You need’t’a see this.”
“What?”
“Pix.”
“No.”
“Judge, you have to—”
“No, I don’t need to see them. I know what they are. I sent Bassi to Huntsville years ago. I know what he takes pictures of.”
“Judge?”
“If you’ve got fires, burn them. Wait.” Bean opened the truck door. The girl was crouched against the back wall, still cuffed and chained to the bar. “We found the pictures.”
She stared at him, her face slashed by angry tears.
“I don’t know if this is all of them, but we’re going to burn them. If we find more, we’ll burn those, too. I promise.” He looked at Echo. “Where?”
“Furnace out back. That conveyor goes right to it. ’S how we dump shit out.”
To her, Bean said, “I’m going to close this door. You’ll be alone. If you stand up, you can see the conveyor belt. It’s the best I can do.”
He waited for something. A word or a nod, whatever simple acknowledgment she might give. She gave none.
As he closed the door, Bean nodded at Echo’s man.
“Him the judge,” Echo said when the guy hesitated. “Burn ’em.”
“Damn straight, boss,” the man said. In a single, fluid motion, he grabbed the box, crossed the floor, and dumped the pictures in a trail on the conveyor belt. Then he tossed the empty box on top. “Good riddance.”
The belt chugged the length of the wall and then around a corner and out of sight.
“Had,” the Judge said.
“What?”
“My driver had a nastiness. He’s dead. I took my truck back. He climbed on the front and I ran him down.” 
“You ain’t feeling bad about that, are you?” Echo asked.
“Not in the least.” He stared at Echo. “Though it does give you a problem.”
Echo nodded. “Yep.”
“Too hard to scapegoat.”
Justice was served best when someone was easily served up. With Bassi dead, but dead five or seven miles from here, it would be tough to pin everything on him. If he were dead here, in this garage, it would be much easier. But as it was, this garage was full of evidence of his transgressions but also with men who had their own litany of bullshit strung out behind them as long as the day was hot.
Bean glanced at the truck. She stood, deep in the cab, mostly hidden by shadows, and stared at the conveyor belt. A young woman, stolen from who knew where, raped repeatedly, the subject of pictures that were probably already on the fucking internet or floating through VPNs loaded and lined with pedophiles and pederasts. 
She—Faith—is the one thing of which we are all innocent and not a cop in the entire county would believe a word from our collective mouth.
“Judge, this...” Echo shook his head, tore his eyes away from the truck. “I run me some drugs. Maybe fence some stolens. Whatever else comes along here and there. But this?” Echo took a deep breath, riddled with anxiety. “This is a whole different kind’a bad.”
“And your suggestion is...what? Toss her on the street? Give her a sawbuck and wish her luck? Fuck that. I’m getting her home. She’s someone’s daughter and her parents damn fucking well have a right to have her in their lives. I’m getting her home.”
To her mother, Jeremiah.
To her mother, Mariana.
Echo said nothing. 
Daryl stood near the conveyor belt. “Boss, fire’s hot.”
Echo’s eyes, hard as the men Bean had sent to prison, held steady on the Judge. Neither blinked.
“You’re not talking about my burning truck,” Bean said.
The Judge shifted from foot to foot. His head pounded. The map in front of him was fuzzy, but he was beginning to see where the road turned. “I’ve never seen a garage with a conveyor belt, Echo. Or with constant fires.” Bean nodded toward the fan in the ceiling. “Or that.”
“Wha’choo think this place is?”
The Judge licked his lips. “Obviously not just a garage.” 
“Not even a garage.”
“Julio didn’t tell me everything, did he?”
“Julio didn’t tell you anything.”
“What is this place, Echo?”
From deep inside the truck, they heard the rattle of shackles. Steady and rhythmic, as though she was kicking against the side of the cab. 
Bean said, “That fire’s...what? Maybe fifteen hundred...two thousand degrees?”
“Hot enough to do the job,” Daryl said.
“Absolutely not.” Bean said it firmly, his old court voice, the one he used when sentencing people to prison.
They want me to burn her, Mariana. They want me to kill her the same way our daughter was killed. I will not burn her.
Good for you, Jeremiah. Get her home.
“Judge,” Echo said. “We gotta do something.”
“Something, yes. Not that.”
“What, then?”
“Give me one of your cars. She’ll go with me. We’ll be out of town in ten minutes. I’ll get her to Langtry West.”
Echo shook his head. “Notta. Ain’t letting her outta here. She seen him, me, this place.”
“You know Digger can find her parents. I’ll get this girl home.”
“Find her parents? That a joke, yo? How long you been looking for Mariana’s shit? Four years? Five? Digger so good at finding, why cain’t he find that?”
“That’s none of your affair.”
“But this is.” Echo took a deep breath. “Judge, listen to me. That girl seen everything. And ever’body. She’ll dime us faster than that pervert driver found and raped her. You think you clean in this? Just ’cause your driver did the nasty? You hired him. You gave him that damn truck. Y’all prob’ly gave him some road money...for gas and whatnot. Ain’t no way five-oh gonna think you’re clean.”
The Judge brought his full six-foot, four-inch frame over to Echo. “She’s a terrified little girl. She’s going to finger us? How in hell much do you think she’s even going to remember?”
“No chances, Judge.” Echo didn’t back up, didn’t shrink. “She stays with us. We’ll do it clean.”
Behind their silence was the hum and bang of the conveyor. It didn’t slow, didn’t stop, just kept waiting for something to feed into the burn.
“You’re going to shoot her in the head and toss her into the fire? Echo, how can you even think like that? How is that even going through your head? What the fuck would your mother think?”
“Keep Mama outta your mouth, you hear me? You lost that option when you left me high and dry. Do I wanna kill a little girl? Are you fucking crazy? Your daddy’s madness finally get into your brain? Fuck, no, I don’t. But I ain’t going to Huntsville on no short eyes conviction and there ain’t no way in hell any of us gets outta this clean. You killed our alibi. You killed the driver and we—” he indicated all his men—“all have records. The cops and district attorneys and judges won’t believe a single fucking thing we say. Damnit, Judge, you gotta listen to me on this one.”
Moving quick, the Judge yanked the .380 from his waistband. Kept the barrel low, not on anyone. “She goes with me. I’ll deal with the problem.”
Echo’s face relaxed, his hands came out. Calm and collected. “Judge, yo, take a breath. Everything’s cool. But we got us some know-how. We can do this.”
“Yeah, old dude,” Daryl said. “Ain’t no reason to get crazy.”
“Shut up, Daryl,” Echo said. “Judge Bean a good man. Do a thing ’cause he believes in it. You respect him or I’ll kill you myself.”
“Hey, dawg, I just—”
“Shut the fuck up.”
Daryl fell silent and Echo turned back to Bean. Even as Echo began to speak, Bean watched Daryl reach toward his back.
“Son of a bitch,” Bean said.
There was no slow motion, no fine-grain film that let the Judge see every move. It was quick and brutal and Bean saw only the blossom on Daryl’s chest and the smear across the conveyor belt as he hit it on the way to the concrete floor.
“Damnit.” Echo’s voice banged through the garage. He stared at Daryl. “What the fuck you shoot him for?”
“He was going street on me.” Bean lowered his .380.
“Going street? The fuck does that even mean? He wasn’t packing. He didn’t have nothing.”
“Look again.”
Stomping like a petulant child, Echo went to the dead man. Turned him over with his toes. Something big and chrome was half-hidden in the man’s pants. “Damn.”
“The girl goes with me.” A beat. “I’ll save her.”
Echo’s eyes were bright and hot, like fires in his furnace. His breath was slow, though his nose bulged with the effort of keeping control. “You ain’t gonna save her...and you damn sure ain’t gonna save yourself. That ain’t your daughter, Judge. Your daughter is dead.”
“Shut up. Damnit, you shut the hell up.”
“You killed my best guy. You’re taking a girl with you who been raped and stolen and probably is an addict. She can put us all in the cut, you stupid son of a bitch.”
“All the more reason for her to go with me. Then you won’t have to worry about prison. Everything’ll be on me.”
“Everything,” Echo said. “Every goddamned thing that happened in here today is on you.”
“I’ve got big shoulders.”
“Makes a better target.”
“Get to me quick, Echo, I don’t have much time left.” 
“Hah. Self-pitying bullcrap.”
From somewhere deep in his brain, maybe even his heart and soul, Bean knew he’d never see Echo again. “You’re a good man, Randolph, you always have been. I’m sorry it ended this way.”
“Told me once I ain’t had no heart.”
Bean nodded. “Yes, I did.”
“You was wrong, yo.”
“I was wrong, yo.” With a sad nod, the Judge backed away. “I need a vehicle.”
“You the one holding the heat. So take any fucking thing you want. Keys in everything.” Echo nodded toward the back gate. “It’s open.”
“Randolph, don’t follow me. I need to get her home before you come after me.”
“A last wish?”
“Please.”
Echo nodded. “A week. That’s all you get. I’ll find you.”
“I know you will, my old friend.”
When Bean opened the truck door, the girl was on her knees near the back of the cab. “I can’t call the police, not yet, but you have my solemn promise I will get you home.” 
Her eyes, hard and dark as onyx, flashed. “How’d he die?”
“I ran over him with this truck.”
In answer, she rattled the chain against her cuffs. Eventually she nodded.
With a bolt cutter from Echo, Bean snapped the chain, but left her in cuffs. She didn’t resist, but her eyes smoldered rage.
As the Judge led her out, Echo lifted Daryl and set him gently on the conveyor belt. A few minutes later, as the Judge headed toward Barefield’s edges, black smoke began leaking from the roof of the garage.
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If Mariana were here, she’d be in Bean’s face. She’d be close and intense, always her way, commanding him to release the girl. “Take the damned cuffs off,” she’d say. “She’s just a little girl.”
Bean would answer, “No.”
He banged a fist against the SUV’s steering wheel. He couldn’t release her. If he did, she’d bolt outta the car and disappear into traffic. Two minutes later, the cops would swarm this entire end of Barefield. They would find him; there was no chance they wouldn’t. Faith would know just enough, without really knowing anything, to ensure him a nice long stay in Huntsville.
“I’m not going to jail,” he said to her.
Faith was still as a headstone, her tattered face almost lost in the white dress. Her flat, completely empty eyes stayed on his.
Mariana had always believed her husband a good man, and Bean had wanted to believe in her belief, but he knew his own heart too well. He was too intimate with his demons and daggers to believe otherwise. He was not a good man and the fact that he held a teenaged girl, a rape victim, in cuffs while he made his escape, simply proved he’d been right and his wife wrong.
Faith jangled the cuffs and in that metallic language, Bean heard her tell him that he was no better than Bassi.
Bassi flooded Bean’s head. The man’s fear, how desperately he’d hung onto the front of the truck, hands wrapped around the hood ornament. Then slipping. Then falling, tearing the hood ornament off. Going beneath the wheels. Howling in terrible pain, the sound splitting the air like an axe splitting a skull.
Not painful enough, though. Not bloody enough or brutal enough or long enough to be a reckoning for what he’d done to this girl. Twice as much pain, and for twice as long, wouldn’t begin to pay the freight. 
He had the balls to apologize? The entire time he died he had the nuts to apologize to Faith? Worse, his eyes had been full of regret. Not fear of dying, not pain, but motherfucking regret? Like he regretted not having more time with her, not getting inside her more often, not getting enough pictures or sharing her with enough perverts.
What about your own eyes, Bean? After the house fire, when I was told my beautiful daughter was dead, was I full of regret that I couldn’t save her?
Bean hadn’t saved her. In fact, it was a straight shot from his actions to his daughter’s death. If he’d been the father he always fantasized about being, half of the perfect parenting team, would she still be alive? If he hadn’t been forced to give her to other parents, to adoptive parents, would she still be alive?
So if you’re record is so damned stellar, how you gonna protect this girl sitting next to you?
Would you cuff your own daughter, Jeremiah?
His anger was hot and liquid in his bowels. He hated himself for even having the thought...comparing Faith to Angela. But he was doing the best he could in extraordinarily shitty circumstances.
“Mariana, I’m trying to do better by Faith than I did by Angela. Angela is dead, Faith is not.”
“...the fuck?” Faith eyed him. Her jaw tightened. Not with fear, though. With...anger? Strength? Determination?
She’s stronger than I realized, Bean thought. What has she been through to stand so solid?
The SUV, a hulking thing with a rattle deep in its guts, wobbled to a stop at a red light. Cars hummed and buzzed around them, radios blasted, conversations roared into and out of cell phones, air conditioners pounded cold air into the burn of summer.
Bean’s balls shriveled. Yeah, she was cuffed. Yeah, her tinted window was up all the way and his was only partially down so no one was going to see her. But if something was going to happen, sitting at this stop light was exactly where it would.
Faith stared at him.
“My wife.” Hated the apology in his voice. “I just talk to her sometimes. She’s not really here.”
“No shit.”
Scalding blood flooded Bean’s face. “I see her sometimes.”
“Good for you.”
Traffic moved slowly on Big Spring Street. Bean had driven back into downtown traffic, hoping for cover. But traffic as cover also meant moving more slowly, which frayed his nerves. Traffic would thin when they reached the outskirts, but he’d be anxious until then.
Not that traveling with a finger wasn’t anxiety-producing enough.
Right now, the damned package was in his pocket and weighed him down like an anchor. Between the note, They lied to you, and the pic of a Ranger badge, it was obvious someone knew something about that night. Something they believed Bean didn’t know. 
“Then tell me, damnit, don’t make me work for it.”
Why did you lie to me, baby? What is the truth from that night?
Disgust wormed through him. He shouldn’t even ask her. Now he was taking the word of a random, anonymous note, written by some faceless, nameless person sitting out in the World, over Mariana? Mariana was everything to him. Her mere presence, without even a touch or a word, was enough to make him grin like the village idiot. He had concocted how many schemes to get close to her, before and after they were married? His need to be in her presence, to simply revel in her being, had been vaguely embarrassing, but she had laughed his embarrassment away and answered it by gently kissing his cheek and assuring him she planned ways to see him, too. She had an ability, like no other woman he’d ever known, to make him push beyond what he thought he could do. She calmed his beasts while setting fire to his ambitions and desires. She kept him on course while showing him the existence of so many other courses. 
Bean’s father had always believed women were interchangeable. One was as good or as bad as the next and as long as they could cook and clean and sometimes lay open for him, it didn’t really matter who they were. That was his lesson for Bean, from as early as Bean could remember, but the moment Bean met Mariana, Bean knew his father had been unutterably wrong.
So what was the sender doing? Randomly chewing on the wrong tree? Baiting Bean? To what end? And who the hell was the sender? Christ knew he had an entire state full of enemies, from men and women he’d tossed either in jail or state prison, to spouses who got the shitty end of a bitter divorce and businessmen sued for obvious and straight up stupid ass negligence who Bean had ruled against.
And let’s not forget, ladies and gentlemen, all the criminals who’d paraded before my bench since they fucking disbarred me and ran me the fuck outta town.
The sender could be anybody. Except it couldn’t be just anybody. 
Because of the photocopy. That scratchy, grainy picture of a Ranger badge came from someone who knew either Bean or Mariana’s history with the Rangers. Not only their history, but a specific history...the history of the night Mariana got shot.
“And the finger?” Bean asked, pulling the small box from his pocket. He set it on the dashboard. “Who used to own that fucking finger?”
Faith stared at the box, then at the Judge, then out the window. Her jaw clenched visibly, her hands tight fists.
“Someone sent it to me in the mail.”
“Merry freakin’ Christmas.”
“Uh...yeah...I don’t think they were thinking Christmas.”
What happened that night? Nothing, you idiot. She did not lie to me.
“You hear me?” He impatiently signaled a last minute lane change. It didn’t move him any faster out of town. “It happened just like she told it.”
Next to him, Faith muttered under her breath.
“What?” Bean thundered. “What’d you say?”
She cowered, tried to melt into the door, behind the seat, anywhere she could find some cover. She slumped away from him, raising her shoulder as though she could block his blow. Her eyes snapped away from him and her head went down. 
Fear becomes supplication, he thought.
“Son of a bitch.” His stomach fluttered, rolled over on itself. He wanted to throw up. 
Yelling at a girl? Not just a girl, but a victim of something you can’t even begin to imagine? Well played, Mr. Justice of the Peace.
“I am so sorry. Faith...I’m sorry. Please don’t be scared, I would never hit you. I promise. I apologize for raising my voice. It won’t happen again.”
Silently, she kept as much space between them as possible.
“I will get you home, Faith, I promise. As soon as we get out of Barefield, I’m going to get you home.”
The Judge yanked out his cell. Two buzzes and Digger picked up. “We’ve got a couple of problems,” he said without introduction.
“Yeah, we lost a chunk of our shipment. Already explained it to Little Lenny. He was bent but since it was a gift, he’ll be fine.”
“Beyond that,” Bean said.
Jeremiah? Don’t be upset with her, you scared her.
“Not now, Mariana.” 
Digger hesitated. “Uh...you got Mariana with you?”
“Always.”
But, Jeremiah, I can’t believe you’re leaving her cuffed. It’s so harsh, babe. Why would you do that?
Bean clamped his teeth together. Flares of pain slipped into his brain. “Harsher than lying, Mariana?”
The slow-moving traffic cranked up the Judge’s paranoia. He wanted to floor this fucking SUV, lay lines of black rubber for three hours, and get back to the relatively safe confines of Langtry West. Or rewind maybe, go back to a time before Johnny’s. Intercept his truck on the road, shoot Bassi in the head before he had the chance to steal Faith, dump him for the coyotes and vultures, and keep the world tilted the right way.
Next to him, Faith rattled the cuffs, stared hard at Bean.
“First problem,” Bean said. “I had a package waiting for me at Johnny’s.”
“Shit...every time you get a package, it costs us time and money.”
“It was a note.” Bean stared at the box on the dash. “And a finger, a cut off finger.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Digger was sharp, agitated. “A finger? Like a threat?”
“I don’t think so. The note had a picture of a Ranger badge.”
Through the phone, eaten by static and bad cell tower reception, Bean heard Digger blow out a long breath. “Mariana’s?”
“No. The note said they lied to me.”
“About?”
Bean took a deep breath. “That night is my guess.”
“The night she got shot?”
“Yes.”
Digger thought for a second. “Okay, well, we’ll deal with that when we have to.”
Simply hearing Digger’s voice, his decisiveness even as he shelved whatever threat the note might be, calmed Bean considerably. He trusted Digger’s judgment above everyone but Mariana.
“What else?”
Faith was no longer huddled against the door, but anger rode hard in her face, chiseled granite upon which she might break Bean. Her jaw clenched and her eyes were narrow on him. Her nose flared with hot breath. 
“Faith.”
“What? Faith? You telling me you wanna go back to church?” Digger chuckled. “Gotta give me a better road sign, Judge, ’cause I ain’t following.”
“Bassi got himself a taste. Her name is Faith.”
Half a block...full block...two blocks...three blocks. All thumped beneath the tires and Digger said nothing. Finally, “No joke, right? ’Cause it ain’t funny.”
“Picked her up on the road.”
Digger breathed. “Was only on the road a week. How’d he manage that?”
“That’d be the question.”
“Damnit,” Digger said. “Another one of Bassi’s girls. What the hell—”
Bean looked at her, but spoke to Digger. “I sure as fuck wouldn’t call her one of Bassi’s girls. Not this one.”
Faith’s head snapped toward Bean. Her eyes were icy daggers. “One of his girls?”
“I didn’t mean it that way, Judge,” Digger said. “What I meant was that Bassi obviously wasn’t as clean as he told us.”
“No, he wasn’t.”
Digger went silent and behind him, Bean heard the clink and clank of glasses at Digger’s bar. He heard a few voices, a few laughs and yells. Standard business. “Damnit.”
“I want you to start working on getting her home.”
“What’s her name?”
“All I know is Faith.”
“Uh...gotta do better than that.”
“Pull the GPS on our truck and see where that bastard stopped.”
“Got it. You coming home?”
Bean cracked his neck, thought about the note. It was nagging him, as the sender undoubtedly hoped it would. He wanted to know what happened that night, how it differed from what Mariana had told him and what the four of them told the World.
“Yeah, but I’ve got a stop or two first.”
No stops, Jeremiah, you have to get her home.
Damnit, Mariana, tell me the truth and I won’t have to stop at all.
She faded as Faith rattled the cuffs again. The sound was an icepick that cracked the silence. It was a terrible thing to keep this little girl cuffed, but freeing her meant taking a chance on losing her, which meant seeing the cops.
And once the police saw him, there would be no hesitation. Arrest, prosecution not only for whatever they could pin on him from today, but for everything else hovering in the shadows. Past crimes had always kept his visits to Barefield hushed and quiet, hidden in shadows. As long as they didn’t know he was in town, they couldn’t come after him. Today, with guns and fires, with dead businessmen, was hardly that. If the power structure was able to pin any of today’s mess on him, they’d go ahead and pin all of today’s mess on him.
Therefore he had to stay away from cops and attorneys and judges and politicians. Faith was angry and defiant. The dare on her face dictated he keep her with him for a bit longer.
“I am not Bassi.” He turned the air conditioner up a notch. “I will get you home. But you could cause me problems...so it’ll be a little while.”
She held up the cuffs but said nothing.
She doesn’t believe you, Jeremiah. Trust her. Maybe she’ll run. But maybe...
“Maybe she won’t,” Bean said.
Uncuff her, Jeremiah, and then get her out of Barefield.
Bean felt his scrotum tighten. 
“Judge?” Digger said. “You with me?”
Bean cleared his throat, looked back at the road. “Yeah.”
“Who’s the girl?” Digger asked.
“Dig up all of Bassi’s compatriots. One of them knows who she is and where she came from.”
The Judge signaled, changed lanes. Immediately that lane slowed down. He switched back over. 
“Done.”
With a click, Digger was gone. Bean shut his phone, signaled again, and moved the SUV over. Then, before he could change his mind, he signaled again and pulled into a parking lot. A hamburger joint, cheap food and cheaper clientele. It had been one of the places the Judge scored. Burgers and Horses, fries and eight-balls. 
Hurry, Jeremiah, hurry. Someone’s coming.
Killing the motor, Bean looked over the lot and the street. 
Coming for you.
Turning back to Faith, hands shaking with sudden nerves—Mariana, shut up!—Bean took a cuff key and motioned for her hands. She hesitated, a question in her eyes that he didn’t understand. Equal parts anger and anxiety, hatred maybe, but also a strength and steadiness.
Jeremiah!
Faith raised her hands.
They’re here!
A long moment passed, one in which he tried to ignore his dead wife, and then there was a tap on the driver’s side window.
Bean looked at the visitor.
And found himself staring at a shiny fucking badge.
 
 
 



 
11
 
Two badges, actually. One strapped to the chest of a young buck, cut and lean and ready to go to war. Bean knew his kind intimately.
The other clinged to the tired chest of an old-timer who stood on Faith’s side of the truck. She cranked her window down and smiled at him. Probably twenty-plus years on the beat. Putting in a last few years, cruising to maybe a twenty-five-year retirement, with an eye on a comfortable duplex and beach somewhere in Florida or Arizona.
“Wanna explain that?” The young cop, on Bean’s side, managed to keep one eye on Bean and one on handcuffed Faith.
Bean sat up tall, tried to muster the presence that served him so well in his court room. He took off his cowboy hat, ran a hand through his silver hair, scratched his left foot with his right boot, made sure he kept his holster out of sight.
And said dick.
Because he couldn’t think of anything. Years of law school and law practice. Years on the bench in Barefield, years more behind the bench in Langtry West. And not a damned thing came to mind. No excuse, no story, not a single word.
Silence punctured the afternoon like a hollow point round to the heart. The air bled tension. The young warrior stared, expecting something.
“Magic.”
Everyone looked at Faith.
“Thought I could get out.” She rattled the cuffs, staring directly at the older cop, her face soft smiles and innocence. “Turns out...” A shrug and then turned to the young officer. “Getting stuck in cuffs in front of your grandfather is kinda creepy.”
Bean tried on a chuckle. Fit like underwear two sizes too small.
The older cop bit back a grin. “I’ll bet.”
The younger one, his eyes still hard, said, “Okay. How about a license, buddy.”
Not a single moment of hesitation this time. Faith said, “Uh...yeah, he doesn’t have it.”
“No?”
She nodded at the older cop, her grin an embarrassed thing. “My fault, too. See...” Her face flooded with red. “Was doing my magic show and I disappeared his wallet. It was a great trick and I did it right but...But I dropped the wallet when it was behind my back. Didn’t realize it.”
The warrior cop’s eyes were wary. “And?”
“Buster ate it.”
“Buster?”
“My beagle,” Bean said. “Her trick cost me eighty bucks, two credit cards, my license and social security card, and two rubbers.” Bean winked at the old-timer. “Viagra’s a great thing...except my missus hates it.”
“No doubt,” said the young cop.
The older cop chuckled. “My wife’s got a mutt. Eats everything. Hang tight.”
They disappeared and Bean knew they were running the SUV’s plate. What were the chances Echo snagged this from some shit bag well acquainted with the Barefield PD? “Damnit.” Sweat broke on his balls.
As they came back, Bean heard the young one. “Probably a fucking pedophile. All cuffed up for easy access.”
Faith ground her teeth. 
“Stop it,” the older partner said. “Guy with his granddaughter.”
“Whatever. Let’s get lunch.”
“Ain’t doing Johnny’s, I guess,” the older one said.
“Place sucks anyway.”
The older cop laughed. “How the hell’d I ever get stuck with a punk like you? Gardski’s okay, then?”
“Like I give a fuck where you harden your arteries.” The young cop headed back to the squad while the older guy came to Bean’s window. “We’re good, Mr. Zimny. You guys be careful.” He chuckled. “Locked up is about the only way to keep the grandkids safe, ain’t it?”
Bean nodded. “Seems like.”
When they were alone, she rattled the cuffs again. “Get ’em off. Now.”
“Why didn’t you tell them?”
Rattle rattle.
Bean unlocked her. She held the cuffs, stared at them, maybe even glared at them, then tossed them in the backseat.
A quick restart of the SUV and they got into traffic, weaving in and out of thinning traffic. They passed the courts building, which Bean gave a hearty middle finger, then turned left from Big Spring Street to Wall Street. Two blocks down, past the shiny City Hall, past the row crammed with law firms, he hung a right and soon they passed beneath Highway 80, slipping through the underpass and coming out dirty on the other side. 
Dirty because south of the railroad tracks and highway was the shitty side of Barefield, a place Bean both loved and hated. The drunks and derelicts, those not in elected office, squatted down here, bouncing between the bars and flops. The women, and more than a few men, with nowhere to go strolled the cracked streets, selling outta their pants as often as shooting in their veins. At night, this entire area was seductive, filled with cheap neon lights and the boom of music. During the day, with the shadows harsh and angular, it was desolation, filled with blowing sand and lost people trying to stay a step ahead of that sand.
“Why didn’t you tell them?” he asked again.
Faith was quiet, her hand on the automatic lock. 
Does she realize that, the Judge wondered. Not on the handle to get out, but on the lock.
Trying to keep the World out? I’ve been trying that for years and years...it doesn’t work.
Something always got in. A memory or a demon...usually they were the same thing. 
Bean kept his eyes on the road. He didn’t want to see this part of Barefield. Hell, he didn’t want to be in this part of Barefield because if he saw his secret places with their comforting stench, he’d want to feel the soothing prick of needle again.
Even driving south, even headed back to Langtry West with a stolen girl at his side, he could feel the memory of the warmth in his blood.
Always soon followed by shards of glass in your head.
For at least two miles, maybe longer, she said nothing. As the broken buildings of the outskirts of Barefield limped past them, she said, “Because you let me watch.”
“Huh?”
“The pictures.” Her jaw bulged, angry clenches that traveled down her body to her fists. “When you burned them. You let me watch.”
Bean flushed. “Well...yeah. I’m sorry he did that to you.”
“He did more.” She stared straight ahead. “Did you mean what you said?”
“What did I say?”
“To the black man...when the truck was burning. You told him you would get me home.”
“Yes, I meant that.”
“You said I was someone’s daughter. You said my family has a right to have me in their lives. Do you believe that?”
He turned and held her gaze as hard as he could. “I believe that with all my heart.”
“Been a while since I seen my family. I miss them.”
Bean licked his lips, thought again of Angela, and pushed them—hard—south toward Langtry West.
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Grab that gun. Quick. Deadly if need be. Sitting on the passenger seat. Winking in the sun. Easy to reach. Just in case. ’Cause if some fucker needed shooting? Get it fast, superfast, leave them where they lie after you shoot the shit outta them.
Then wait for the gravity rods. Because that’s the only way the UFOs work.
It was a quick drive...Lubbock to Barefield. Not even a couple hours if the car’s moving slick. Drove with breath locked tight and hot, with the razor-hot tips of knives pricking skin, with the car gobbling the highway, chewing through yellow center lines like bullets chewing through flesh.
The Judge was close. The air was thick with his smell. Skunk funk.
Judge Royy, nee Jeremiah, Bean, II was in town.
Back in Barefield. Interesting place to finally find you, Judge. Who’d’a thought we end up here again.
Laughed and stopped at a red light. Stared at all the people in their little mobile boxes with their music too loud while they texted and emailed and got blowjobs and breathed poison and ate carcinogens. All of them mice who had no idea Buddhism was six hundred and fifty-three years older than Christ...which changed everything. 
People...mice...insects...
Like that man turning through the intersection. Headed south in his big SUV like he owned the fucking world.
You don’t...I do.
Salt and pepper beard, a girl next to him. Her face streaked with black poison while he looked terrified of his own shadow. His gaze swept everything. Why was he running? What from? Didn’t matter. He and the girl were sheep, just like the rest. Or mice. Or buffalos charging along with the herd over the edge of the cliff.
“’S where we’re all going. Eventually. Some sooner than others.”
Light changed and the man was gone, the crying girl gone with him.
“The Judge sooner than everyone, Gracie.”
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An hour later she asked, “Why?”
When he looked, she pointed at his empty holster.
“Seems kinda stupid, being empty. I know you carry. You used it on the black man.”
He nodded. “Yeah, I’ve got a .380 I carry in my boot. Right now it’s in my back pocket.”
Her dark eyes held genuine curiosity. 
“Holster belonged to my grandmother. I wear it to remember her.”
“Without a gun.”
He said nothing else for a couple miles. He assumed she was fine with his answer because she dropped it. Ten minutes later, he pulled into a parking lot in the tiny town of Rankin.
“Why are we here?” Faith asked.
A rundown building, age and anger set deeply into the wood and large windows. The building was on the far side of the lot, as though it wanted to see customers coming before they got to it, give the business a chance to size up the customers first, like maybe it could keep its door closed if it didn’t like what it saw. Sip’N’Tan the sign said. Other signs hung crooked in the window and listed all kinds of exotic coffee and tea blends. Columbian Velvet Roast, Columbian Terrazu, Peaberry from the best locations high in the Andes.
And donuts.
“You recognize it?”
Faith frowned. “Hell, no. Should I?”
Shot in the dark, a shot that maybe Faith was tied up with the finger and the note. A stupid idea. She was part of his Bassi problem, not his finger and Ranger problem.
They lied to you.
Bean’s jaw clenched as he drove into the lot. He’d been chewing those four words since he got them. He was thoroughly bipolar about it now, one moment believing she absolutely lied to him and the next moment believing she never had.
Never had? She wasn’t an angel, she was a regular everyday person. More than that, she was a cop and more than that, a Texas Ranger. Are you telling yourself she never lied?
“Not to me,” he said, his words lost in the desert heat.
A tanning salon and coffee shop and Bean had no idea what the fuck Tommy-Blue had been thinking. This was the heart of west Texas. Nobody was going to pay for a tan in a place that had seven hundred sunny days a year. And there was damn sure no way these people were going to pay for fancy coffee. What they have in Rankin, aside from a whole lot of nothing, is sun and straight black coffee. Tommy-Blue had always been the dimmest of The Quartet, but opening this place might have been the dumbest thing he’d ever done.
The parking lot was paved but cracked. On the far edges, weeds pushed through asphalt that was faded from black to a lifeless gray. They hovered like midget soldiers standing guard over the lot, some of which was invisible beneath a fine layer of wind-blown sand. Near the lot’s entrance, a truck sat with its hood open. Two men, both obvious good ol’ Texas boys—Wrangler jeans too tight and dirty, scuffed boots sharpened to a stiletto point, round can of snuff in their hip pockets—worked on the motor. Stared at it, rather. One had a wrench and one had greasy hands, but neither looked like they had any idea what to do.
Bean and Faith had moved steadily but just under the limit. They’d blown out of Barefield on 349, a rickety state highway that connected a shitload of nothing with even more nothing. Oil wells, patches of cattle bellowing and crapping prodigiously, scrub, and endless miles of the brown that painted the landscape as though there were no other colors. Shades of brown, degrees of brown, hints of brown. 
It was a harsh landscape, but it had a subtle beauty. A beauty that matched, even still, Mariana’s angular face and full lips, that matched her blazing eyes and her hair as black as pitch. This desert was Mariana’s land. She’d grown up a few miles outside of Odessa and had blossomed in this desert and married in this desert and procreated in this blasted land.
Then she’d died here.
Which left Bean with his ever-present need to ride a brown Horse.
He gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles bled white. “I love you, Mariana.”
Faith said nothing but he felt her gaze burning his face like a blowtorch. 
The Sip’N’Tan was a lonely joint, nearly lost in the desert. Hidden off the road near the Rankin Cemetery.
“Sip and Tan? Nothing like a little java and melanoma.”
The Judge nodded as he parked. “Run by an old...friend.”
“Just one little stop on the way to getting me home? Why’d we stop here?”
“The million dollar question.”
“Yeah, well, I’m a little short right now.”
A chuckle slipped from Bean before he could stop it. “Need a few bucks?”
The blowtorch was back, burning through her eyes, incinerating him. “We aren’t friends. Don’t laugh like we’re friends.”
“Fair enough. I apologize.”
As he headed inside, he saw another truck, this one parked on the far side. A man was splayed out in the back, his feet hanging over the open tailgate. A white guy, pale from a cushy life spent indoors. Had a brand new, but battered, sombrero perched over his face and held a maraca in one hand and an empty bottle of whiskey against the truck’s bed in the other. 
The border was only two hundred miles south. It was easy escape for high school boys, college boys, mid-life crisis men. Women, too, Bean supposed. Though the Mexican landscape was riddled with cartels and the corpses those cartels created, there were still a few hidden places that were a touch exotic, a hint mysterious; places that offered a high school or college explorer cheap booze, women for a price, barfights that drew blood and disgorged teeth but didn’t interest the Federales. 
Call it Mexico-lite, Bean thought. 
Not the disaster the real place had become, but enough of a whisper of violence that high school boys and brats wearing frat rings could be spout off about how tough they were.
“You passed out somewhere relatively safe and friendly,” Bean said to the man hidden beneath the sombrero.
Passed out or died.

Either way, Bean didn’t give a crap. 
“Yo...compadre,” the man said. His head lolled up. “Tha’s a sweet ride you rollin’. Wanna sell it?” The guy banged the empty bottle against the truck. “Mine a little under the weather.”
Ignoring him, Bean went inside. Whatever Sip’N’Tan had been when Tommy-Blue opened it, it was shit now. The hand-painted signs, with all the house rules about the tanning beds and arrows to rooms in the back where the beds awaited, were askew. One had stains that could have been coffee or dried blood. More signs, still hand-painted, gave customers all they needed to know about Tommy-Blue’s coffees. That sign was better than ten feet wide and was hung behind the counter, and it had been painfully modified; each exotic coffee marked off, one by one, a visual representation of the march of time and the lack of interest by the local citizenry.
This part of the store was a medium-sized room, populated with tables that matched and chairs that matched, but neither of which matched each other. Each table was topped with a bowl of individual packet of sugar and creamer, and God alone knew how old those were, and a napkin dispenser. 
There were exactly no customers.
In fact, there was no one at all, the entire place was empty.
Bean stood, the finger and note still in the mailing envelope but now deep in his pocket. The entire package was warm, as though it could catch fire and burn him down where he stood. The .380 was in the small of his back, just as warm, just as capable of burning people down.
So today we burn?
You are so melodramatic, Jeremiah. One of the things I always loved about you.
“And hated,” he said.
No, baby, I didn’t hate it, I just found it...amusing. What is your business with Tommy-Blue?
“I don’t know, Mariana. Perhaps you can tell me? What happened that night?”
Silence, as ever when he asked unanswerable questions.
“The hell you doing here?”
The voice was the same...that of a five-pack-a-day smoker, though Bean knew Tommy-Blue had never smoked. Or maybe a fifth-a-day drinker, though Tommy-Blue rarely drank anything harder than beer. He’d had that voice, grating like gargled glass shards, as long as Bean had known him. It sat completely sideways from the man himself. Tommy-Blue, at least the Tommy-Blue of twenty years ago, had been slight. A non-descript five and a half feet, maybe a hundred sixty-five pounds light. Hands that were bare of scars or memories of hard labor or fighting with arrestees. 
Right now, he hesitated between the safety of the back office and what might happen in the front room. “Asked you a question.”
“Looking for you,” Bean said.
“Here I am. Enjoy the view. Now get out.”
The view was startling. Yeah, it had been years and that was probably it. But this guy seemed like a completely different man from the one Bean had known. The right now Tommy-Blue was shrunken, swimming in Bermuda shorts and a tattered button-front shirt that reminded Bean of a Tiki bar floating in the South Pacific. Tommy-Blue wore flip flops and even those were too big, his toes and heels far from the rounded edges.
The flesh of his face had grown loose and leathery. It had been a good looking face back when The Quartet was running criminals to ground. Not beautiful, but beautifully matched to a dry personality that wanted to do the right thing, grow up his kids and give his wife a good life. His hair had thinned considerably and gone white from blonde. He had it pinned back in a thin and weak pony-tail. His ragged teeth were crooked nubs that were just as tired and weak as his eyes.
He’s on the junk, Bean realized. Has been for years.
“Got a couple of questions.”
“Get ’em answered somewhere else.”
Bean stared at the tattered former cop. The taste of his hostility was a new dish. “How long you been riding, Tommy-Blue?”
Tommy-Blue shook his head. “Hah! Good one. Takes one to know one, yeah? What you see is the result of not one, not two, but three dances with cancer. And this time, I ain’t able to call the tune.” He took a deep breath. “Nothing’s working anymore.”
Bean flushed. “I apologize. Is there anything I can do?”
“Get the crap outta here.”
“It’s been a long time.”
“Not long enough.”
Bean counted ten, swallowed his anger back. “What gives you cause to speak to me that way? What have I ever done to you?”
A crooked, smug smile crawled across Tommy-Blue’s face. “Why, nothing, Your Honor, you’re as perfect as can be. Always have been.”
“Explain that.”
“Kiss my butt.”
Bean ground his teeth together.
“And after you kiss it, get out.” Tommy-Blue headed for the back office.
“Did you lie?”
Tommy-Blue stopped. “About?”
“You lie so much I have to be more specific?”
Tommy-Blue stormed to within inches of Bean. Bean’s gut clenched but he refused to flinch, refused to move, to give Tommy-Blue the satisfaction.
“I’ll kick your behind and no one will care,” Tommy-Blue said, his voice a low rumble.
“Could be, but that doesn’t answer my question, does it?”
“Did I lie? I was a cop, Judge, I lied all the time.” Stepping backward, Tommy-Blue ran his hand over his face. “I lied to suspects, to fellow officers. I lied to superiors and attorneys and judges and reporters and civilians. I was a cop, you dope, I lied all the time.”
Bean fingered the package in his pocket. “All cops lie?”
Tommy-Blue snorted. “Yes, because the world is exactly that simple.”
Bean shook his head. “No, it’s not.”
“All right, then. If we’re going talk, then let’s talk like adults.”
Bean wrapped his hand around the package in his pocket. “Fair enough. Did The Quartet lie about that night?”
Tommy-Blue grinned. “The Quartet? Is that how you see us? A proper noun? Given gravitas by grammar?”
“Did the four of you lie about that night?”
Tommy-Blue rolled his shoulders and slithered away from Bean. He roamed the empty room, his hands touching table to table, his feet shuffling along the wooden floor. “‘That night?’ And how am I supposed to know which night you’re talking about, Judge.”
“I’m not a Judge anymore, Tommy-Blue.”
“That’s right. I plumb forgot.” He’d forgotten nothing and it was obvious. He tapped a vein like a junkie looking to jab a tin. “Got a little problem, do you? Off scoring the night of your daughter’s birth, weren’t you? Scoring some junk instead of being there with your wife?”
Bean drew himself up, clenched his free hand to a tight fist. Tommy-Blue laughed.
“Going to beat me up? To pound me into the dirt? A big, tough dude like you beating down a cancer victim? Think you’ll even break a sweat breaking me?”
“No, I—”
“I don’t care.” Tommy-Blue blew out a quiet breath. 
“Check your facts.” Bean swallowed. “I scored later because she was dead.”
Tommy-Blue looked at him. “When you were raising your daughter alone.”
“Yeah.”
“You gave her away,” Tommy-Blue said.
“Yeah.”
He kept the rest to himself. Tommy-Blue didn’t need to know Bean refused to put Angela through what he’d been through with both his grandmother and his father. The man didn’t need to know Bean was, at heart, a coward.
Tommy-Blue’s face was dark, almost gaunt with shadows climbing out of what Bean realized now were sunken cheeks. “Karen raised our son alone.”
“Did she?”
“The biggest regret I have.”
“I have a few of those biggest regrets, too.”
“Who doesn’t?”
“What happened that night, Tommy-Blue?”
“The night of the promotions?”
“Yes.”
This time, the man’s laugh was ragged, with chewed edges and a hollowness shot through its heart. “That was the best night ever, wasn’t it? Save the world, get promoted, move up that ladder.”
Bean frowned. “Mariana wasn’t too interested in the ladder.”
“That’s true. I thought she was crazy. A Hispanic woman? A Texas Ranger? And not from the multi-cultural quota system, but because she worked her buns off, scored off the freaking charts every step of the way and on every damned test. She was the real deal. Could have climbed that ladder and hauled it up after her.” He laughed. “Go out and save the world, then chug down a Corona or three and chase it with a single shot of Blue.”
Mariana had always kept a bottle of Johnny Walker Blue in the house. She celebrated good arrests or righteous convictions or birthdays or whatever with a single shot. But she always made sure he knew it wasn’t for every day.
“Shit’s too expensive for every day, Jeremiah,” she would always say. “Shit’s too expensive.”
“Tommy-Blue, what happened that night?”
“Why don’t you think it happened like we all said?”
Bean bit down his anger. “Cut the shit, Tommy-Blue, what happened?”
“Nothing at all. Just four Rangers trying to make an arrest.”
“Yeah? I got a package that says otherwise.”
“You got dick, then.”
They’d met at Mariana’s house that night, all four of them keyed up and swallowing back the metallic-tasting adrenaline that flooded their blood. They’d been following a particular man for months. He’d been a coyote, sometimes a mule, and at all times a murderer, pimp, and sodomite, and on this night, a confidential informant had maneuvered the man to a particular place and time. 
The Quartet was there when he arrived.
Tommy-Blue stared through the Sip’N’Tan’s front door, but Bean doubted he was seeing anything. He was looking inside himself, deciding how much he wanted to say. Eventually, he took a deep breath, looked hard at Bean, and said, “We murdered him.”
Bean was stunned. Murder? How could that possibly be? “You were fired upon, you defended yourselves.”
Tommy-Blue spoke slowly, as though his mouth was broken and he couldn’t speak clearly. “Yeah, yeah, that...happened. But, Judge, we murdered that night.”
Bean pulled the package from his pocket, carefully open the small box. “And did you take souvenirs?”
Tommy-Blue stared at the finger. “What the hell is that? Where’d you get it?”
“Mailman brought it. Did it come from Zapata?”
Tommy-Blue laughed. “Hell, no, it didn’t.”
Bean showed him the note. Tommy-Blue’s color faltered some, but he stood taller than he had since Bean walked in. “What of it?”
“What was the lie?”
“Judge, you don’t understand at all. Everything was a lie...all of it. Yes, we got fired on. Yes, we defended ourselves. But everything was a lie and you ain’t getting the truth from anybody.”
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There had been rain that night, rain that smelled of dirt and sand, of cattle and cattle feces. Rain in west Texas was like that, a crap shoot. It might smell of desert flowers or it might smell of oil rigs and the burn-off from area refineries. It could take someone back to a pleasant childhood or shove their nose into their non-descript right now or their bitter and angry tomorrow. Regardless, the rain never lasted overlong, as though the desert didn’t want to confuse anyone about where they were. This was a harsh and dry landscape and rains that did anything more than leave spots on cars or tease lawns with moisture inevitably caused flashfloods that could leave anyone caught in them washed away and found five or ten miles away, if at all. 
That night there had been a hot rain.
Everyone called him Zapata and who the hell knew his real name anymore. Even he professed not to remember it, or his birth date, or even where he was born. With Zapata, everything was mystery within obscurity within anonymity. Rumor was, and The Quartet believed, he’d crawled up the Zetas ladder; a young boy on the streets of Monterrey watching for the policia, then a teenager running from the policia, then a man buying the policia before killing those he couldn’t buy. 
He dabbled in everything but his original love was providing for those with addictions. Cocaine, weed, heroin, toward the end of his career a bit of crystal meth. There wasn’t a need an addict had that Zapata couldn’t fill, and eventually he’d turned his eye toward those poverty-plagued laborers who were addicted to opportunity in the shiny north.
When those laborers rebelled, when they wanted their money back, or demanded to be led to civilization rather than some waterless shack in the middle of the Arizona desert, Zapata fought back hard. Once, fifty-one wets had gone with him to America, forty-nine had been left headless and handless to thwart identification in Piedras Negras. An old woman and a young boy were told to tell Zapata’s story.
A confidential informant, one of JD’s snitches, had somehow cobbled together a meeting between Zapata and a man who had questioned Zapata’s testosterone publicly while drinking agave juice in Zapata’s favorite cantinas. The man had been a relative of one of the forty-nine. “How hard it is to kill a pregnant senora? How much of a man does that make someone?” the relative had said loudly in the cantina.
Two weeks later, JD’s source put the two men together to work out their differences.
And had mentioned the meet to JD.
Tommy-Blue’s eyes glowed, lost in the memory. It had been a glorious night, one that the media from one end of the state to the other had breathlessly covered for weeks. It had been a time when Texans and Americans thought cartels emanated from Columbia. The Mexican cartels were thought of as bastard step-children if they were thought of at all. 
“But we knew,” Tommy-Blue said. “The Columbians were already losing their grip. They were too far away. The Mexicans were right on the border. They controlled the ground. The Zetas and Sinaloas. The Gulf. They were all already there. Nobody had ever heard of them, but we knew.”
“What happened, Tommy-Blue?”
Tommy-Blue stared at the Judge, his face full of memory. Jagged lines ringed his mouth and radiated from his eyes. Knowledge, memory, regret. All of them filled those broken lines.
“We killed him. We pulled up to the cantina, a little place outside of Piedras Negras. Came up out of the desert, driving slow, lights off. Mariana was fine, hard as steel. JD was JD, crazy from the heat and itchy.” Tommy-Blue shook his head. “You know JD was the only partner I ever had that scared me. Me, obviously, and Andy. I was scared, I won’t lie about that. Driving with the lights off? I kept thinking we’d drive into a wash or run over a goat or something.”
Tommy-Blue licked his lips, reached behind the counter for a bottle of water.
“We came in the back door. There were no guards out back. I thought Zapata really wanted to show what a man he was. Wasn’t going to let this other guy get the better of him.”
“Yesterday’s headlines, Tommy-Blue. What happened? What did you guys lie about?”
Tommy-Blue shook his head. “It started like the papers said.”
“Bullshit.” Bean stalked the room. “If it had happened that way, I wouldn’t have a package with a finger. Sure as hell wouldn’t have a note telling me you lied.”
“I said it started the way the newspapers said...he fired first. But let’s talk about that finger. Where’d it come from? You wonder about that? It’s probably some mope yanking your chain, keeping you up at night.” He tapped his skull. “Getting in your head, man.”
Bean shook his head. “No, this is real...whatever it is. You told me murder. Murder isn’t getting fired on and returning fire and killing a bad guy. How’d Mariana get shot?”
That’s what you lied about, isn’t it, Mariana? How that bullet ripped open your leg.
“How’d...what? How’d she get shot? I’ll tell you this: that flesh wound sure as hell didn’t come from a narco-gangster.”
Bean ground his jaw, stared outside to the SUV. Faith stared back at him, her face full of questions. “One of his soldiers?”
“Do you ever listen to anything besides your own voice? First of all, I said he came alone...secondly, I said that shot didn’t come from a gangster.”
“Someone in the bar? Some random person...”
Mariana, you told me Zapata shot you. Who shot you? What happened?
Silence.
Into that silence, Tommy-Blue opened his mouth. He stared at Bean until Bean became uncomfortable, feeling naked beneath the man’s gaze. 
Then Tommy-Blue shook his head. “No. You come back into my life after...fifteen...sixteen years? And question my integrity?”
“Tell me what happened.”
“Nothing. What happened is what happened. We told everyone already. We told the media and the District Attorneys and the civil judges and anyone who asked. What happened is what happened, and some crank sending you some dismembered body part doesn’t change that fact.” Tommy-Blue shook his head. “Get out, Judge, we’re done. You come back and I’ll call the Rangers myself. I’m sure they’d love to know where you are.”
Bean slammed his hands flat against the counter. The boom rattled the windows. “Goddamnit, who shot my wife?”
Tommy-Blue grinned. “You know, Judge, you’d be a lot scarier if there was an actual gun in that holster.” His entire body shook with his laugh. “You stupid or something? An empty holster?”
When Bean jammed the .380 up under Tommy-Blue’s throat, his laugh snapped off.
“What the hell? Are you crazy?” Tommy-Blue’s hands froze, but his eyes remained cool as a frosty glass of iced tea. “Ease up, mister.”
The Judge yanked his wallet and flipped it back. A silver badge winked in the dregs of sunlight that leaked through the windows. “A gun and a badge, you son of a bitch. That make me any scarier?”
“Scarier?” Tommy-Blue said. “No. More pathetic, carrying around a reproduction of your wife’s badge...one I heard you lost in a poker game? Yeah.”
Bean slammed the badge into Tommy-Blue’s forehead, jammed and twisted it until a there was a trickle of blood down Tommy-Blue’s forehead. “You fucking well were a Ranger. You swore an oath. Justice. A moral center.”
“Hell of a thing coming from you, Judge. Shooting heroin until you were pissing yourself, taking campaign cash from anyone and everyone. Yeah, you’re one to gas about a moral center.”
“Goddamnit,” Bean said. “I’ll kill you here and now. What happened at the cantina? Who shot my wife?”
“I don’t know.”
Jeremiah...stop. You don’t need to do this to him.
“Bullshit. You were there. One of the heroes.”
“One of the heroes? There were no heroes in that place.”
In a blur, Tommy-Blue slipped his hands between the two men, grabbed Bean’s wrist. A quick yank and spin and Bean was pinned to the counter, bent over with Tommy-Blue’s body pressing hard against him. The gun dug into the back of Bean’s skull while the badge hit the floor.
Tommy-Blue said, “Better make sure, if you’re going to put a gun to my head, you follow through with that threat. Because I will.”
Tommy-Blue put some upward pressure on Bean’s arm and tiny fingers of pain grabbed hold, just enough to get Bean’s attention. “Piss on your guilt. Moral center? Load of cowflop. Guilt has no weight with me. I don’t care about anything anymore. Guilt ate me clean through. My wife...my kid. My parents and friends. Damn near everything I’ve ever done.” Tommy-Blue gave Bean another jolt of pain. Bean grunted but did not fight back. “You understand that?”
“Twenty-one years down the line and now you’re as bad as the men you arrested?” Bean asked.
Tommy-Blue laughed. “I have been. Just like you’re as bad as the men you judged. We’re both failures. The difference is...I don’t care anymore.”
Neither do I, Bean wanted to say. I’m tired of everything. I just want to see my wife.
And I don’t care if she lied.

That was the lie to himself. He wanted to know if she’d hidden the truth from him. He wanted to know who belonged to the finger. He wanted to know, maybe more than anything else, if he could have changed one thing those years ago and thus changed the here and now.
Could I have saved my wife...and my daughter? Could have done something to ensure they were with me right now?
“Justice?” Tommy-Blue spat on the floor. “Justice is an illusion. A little kid’s picture book.”
Bean raised his free hand peacefully. Tommy-Blue released him but kept the gun against his skull even as Bean turned to face him. “What are you doing out here, Tommy-Blue? A coffee shop? A tanning parlor? In Texas? Three hundred and sixty-five sunny damn days a year. Who needs to pay to tan?” Bean shook his head. “There are no customers and we both know it. How do you survive?” 
Tommy-Blue said nothing, his face as blank as the desert. 
“You’re fronting? Coyotes? Mules? Only two hundred miles from Mexico.”
Tommy-Blue shook his head. “Mariana always said you thought you knew everything. She thought it was cute. You don’t know anything. You don’t know anything about me. What am I doing out here? I’m dying, ass.”
“We’re all dying.” Bean tapped his temple. “One way or another.”
Tommy-Blue snorted. “Whatever you say.”
“They come through here, don’t they? Take a break, get some water or food, then back on the trail. A few bucks from the coyotes and all is right with the world.”
Tommy-Blue popped the magazine from the .380, dropped shells all over the floor, then emptied the chamber. He held the gun out for Bean. “I do what I do, Judge, we all do. Sometimes it’s good and sometimes it’s awful and sometimes it’s hard to tell the difference. I got no guilt left for you to hit me with. There’s nothing to say about that night. It was exactly how the newspapers said.” His sigh, exhausted, weary, came from somewhere far away, deeper inside him than Bean would have thought possible. “I have no deathbed confession for you, Judge. Try somebody else.”
Silence yawed between them, a chasm miles wide and as deep as the surrounding desert. In that space, the breeze carried a hint of perfume. Sweet but tinged with stale sweat and fear. Both men looked at the doorway. Faith stood there, still in the white dress. 
“Judge?” Her voice was quiet, focused, her eyes on both of them but mostly on the gun hanging between the two men. 
Tommy-Blue looked at Bean, disgust writ large across his shrunken face. “You nasty son of a bitch. You that far down?”
Bean stared, uncomprehending. “What?” Then he knew and wondered if this was the look Bassi saw in his eyes when they looked at each other. “No, she’s not—”
“I don’t care who you lay pipe with, Judge, just get it the hell outta my shop.”
Bean snatched the gun, swung it hard, and landed a solid blow on Tommy-Blue’s temple. Tommy-Blue’s surprise melted when he crumpled to the floor.
“Who shot my wife?” Bean bellowed. He swung again, connected with the top of the man’s head again.
Tommy-Blue whimpered and waved his hands. “Stop. Stop it.”
“Who shot—”
“I don’t know, damnit, I don’t know!”
“Bullshit. You were there.”
“No, I wasn’t.” Tommy-Blue’s voice leaked, like weak blood, into the air. He cried, wiped away a tear and stared at the floor. “No, I wasn’t. Hard to see when you’re outside pissing yourself.”
“I don’t even know what that means.”
Jeremiah, listen to me, it doesn’t matter who shot me. 
“I was at the cantina, but when we got there, it was empty.”
Bean frowned. Empty? The newspaper accounts all said the place was full. Mariana?

“The newspapers lied, they bought what JD sold them. The place was empty, Judge. Nobody. We knew instantly we’d been set up. JD’s informant had gotten over on us.” Tommy-Blue rolled over to his hands and knees, slowly stood up. “I got scared. I’d never been in a gunfight. I’d never even been in a fight, even as a state trooper. Never even a tussle. Judge, I was scared to death.”
“But why? If there was no one there.”
“Because if a busy cantina is suddenly empty, if we were set up, then there had to be a reason why. And the only reason to set up cops, especially Texas Rangers who are dogging the cartels, is to kill those Rangers.”
“Holy shit.”
What Tommy-Blue said was nothing like what Mariana had said, nothing like what the newspapers and TV stations had reported.
“I got scared,” he said. “I didn’t want to die.”
“He ran.” Faith’s quiet words hung in the hot afternoon, an accusation heavy with meaning for a Texas Ranger. 
Sweat hung on the tip of Bean’s nose. Tommy-Blue looked from Faith to Bean, took a deep breath, and nodded. “I said something...I don’t remember what...checking the perimeter or some crap...and went outside. I never went back. I got outside and a truck came up out of that steamy rain. Came out of nowhere, Judge, like a flash of lightning. I wanted to go back in, go warn them what was going on, but those guys got out of the truck so fast.”
Tommy-Blue’s face went slack. “Four goons...and Zapata. I couldn’t go back in, don’t you understand? I was scared to death. I could barely move. I was lucky they hadn’t seen me. Shadows or maybe they were concentrating on getting inside, I don’t know, but I—”
“You were a Ranger,” Bean said.
“Rangers can’t be scared? I’m still human, ass.”
“Mariana was never scared.”
“Judge,” Faith said. 
I was scared, Jeremiah. I was always scared. I just never told you.
No, you weren’t. You were strong and tough and decisive and—
Scared, Jeremiah. Being a cop is a scary damned job, babe, and being a Ranger is being a cop on steroids.
Tommy-Blue wiped some of the blood from his head. Stumbling a little, he sat heavily on one of his stools. “I didn’t sign up to be a cowboy.”
“Cowboy JD,” Bean said.
Tommy-Blue nodded. “Every foul up we had after he came along was because none of us had the courage to tell him to stuff it back in his pants. That night? We never should’a been there. Should’a never been caught short by JD’s junkie informant.”
Bean wanted to berate the man, to scream and yell at him, to punch him in the face until he wore a mask of blood. Because maybe, if Tommy-Blue had stayed inside, or had gone back inside, the odds would have evened up just enough to keep Mariana from getting shot. Keeping that bullet out of her leg might have changed something else which lead to some other change that might have kept her alive.
Because if a butterfly flaps its wings in a rainforest in Brazil...Mariana stays alive in Texas? Horseshit.
But the blackened taste of fear he understood. The blazing redness with which it tinged his vision, the sulfuric stench it kept constant in his nose. For Bean, fear wasn’t a concept poets sang about with lazy rivers of words and images, it was something tangible and forceful and unstoppable.
Try as he might, therapy then booze then drugs and finally violence, fear had been his life’s constant, the thing he’d never been able to rid from himself. From the first time Daddy showed some slippage and Mama had tried to explain the madness that ran in Bean’s family, fear had been his driving factor. 
“When the shooting...I’d never been shot at. I ran into the fields.”
“Why?” Bean asked.
“It was dark. The cantina was lit up like a carnival but out there it was dark. If they came shooting for me, they weren’t going to see me.”
“So then what?”
“Then what? There was nothing else. I assumed they were all dead. So I circled around back over the border and hitched a pile of rides back to Barefield. Got there at seven the next morning. Had a message from JD to come to the PD. When I got there, the media was there, supervisors were everywhere, Mariana was at the hospital with a bullet in her leg and everyone was calling us heroes. They kept asking me how it felt to actually chase one of the soldiers into the darkness. That was how JD explained it.”
“He didn’t hang you out,” Faith said. “He made you part of the team.”
“Part of the lie,” Tommy-Blue said. “I never asked him, or any of them, what really happened. What did I know? The beginning wasn’t what they said but I never saw the rest so maybe...”
“That how you rationalized it?” Bean asked.
Tommy-Blue rubbed a finger across his lower lip, then spit. “Yes. Spent years crying about it, too. I hated myself, probably still do if I care to look closely enough, because I failed. Because I was a coward.”
Bean said gently, “We’ve all been there, Tommy, all of us. It’s not a failing, it’s human.”
Tommy-Blue snorted. “Don’t fix me up. I’ve learned to live with it.”
Bean nodded. “I’m sorry, Tommy-Blue. Is there anything I can do?”
“You can get out, like I asked a half-hour ago.”
“Okay. I’m sorry for all this.”
Tommy-Blue shook his head. “No, you’re not, but I don’t care.”
Following Faith, Bean left. Out the door and into the SUV. He used a towel left in the backseat to wipe as much of Tommy-Blue’s blood off his arm as he could. When he started the motor, he noticed the college boy with the sombrero was gone. 
“Mine a little under the weather.”
“Weather got better,” Bean said, easing the SUV out of the lot.
The SUV roared and Bean eased it out of the lot. 
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“Don’t mean shit to me,” Echo said, his hands carefully on the top of his desk. “Had guns in my face before.”
“Yeah? From somebody as crazy as me?”
“You ain’t showed me crazy yet, bitch. Couldn’t keep up with my crazy even if you tried, yo.”
“Think so?”
Hammer cocked, a solid metallic thump in the quiet afternoon. “Tell me this, then, bitch, when the distance of the sun closes, how long do you think you’ll be in deep freeze...gangsta?”
Echo laughed. “‘Gangsta?’ You got me all wrong, yo. Ain’t no gangsta. No way, no how. That shit’ll get you sent to the cut.”
“The what?”
Echo frowned. “Prison?”
“Where he sent his friends...his best friends.”
“Uh...okay.” When Echo leaned backward, the chair tipping back on two legs, his hands fell from the desk to his lap.
“I eat darkies for dinner.”
“And I shit honkies.” Echo winked. “How’s that? So we’re both tough. Why’n’t you tell me why you here, leaning on my desk and waving a gun in my face.” Echo leaned forward, all four legs on the floor again. “Let’s get down to it, see can we business, yo.”
“Business this.”
The shot was a ball-peen hammer to Echo’s ears. Shooter danced to his side of the desk immediately, grabbed his hair and yanked him to the floor. 
“Keep your fucking hands off that shotgun.”
Echo made no move. His breath was short and scared in his chest. The shotgun, hanging from a thin wire on the underside of the desktop, was a trick he’d learned from Bean a long time ago. “The fuck you know about that?”
“William Howard Taft, you dumbass.” The gun jammed against Echo’s throat. “I’m looking for a man.”
Echo raised his hands peacefully. “You tell me what you need and I’ll get it done. No more shotguns. You need strong backs? Strong cocks? Muscle and debt collection?”
“No, no,” talking soft, head shaking. “A specific man.”
“Who?”
“A judge.”
Silence, the air as securely quiet as a whore with a ball-gag stuffed her face, hit them hard.
Echo licked his lips. “Don’t know no judges.”
“Ain’t what I heard.”
“Somebody lying in your ears, shooter. I’m a simple business man, move a little smoke, a few other things here and there. I keep my ass away from judges...from cops...from all manner of law enforcement.” He jerked his head toward the window. “Especially today, yo. Whole town’s gone crazy as shit. Gun fight at a barbeque place. Guess a truck caught fire. All the law in town probably busy.”
“Law is rewritten as the wind blows foul from charnel houses.”
Echo sucked his lips. “Arbitrary, you saying? I get’cha there.”
Shooter sniffed. “Foul wind smells like weed.”
“Might’a had a little oversmoke earlier.” Slowly, Echo moved to sit up, though he stayed on the floor. “My boys got a little exuberant.”
“Hence the blood...near the conveyor belt...that runs to the fires.” A pause. “The Pope descended from the fires.”
“Well...okay...that’s good and all.”
“Judge Royy...Bean...the second...with two ‘y’s’.”
Echo grinned. “The cowboy judge? From the old west? Dude probably dead and buried by now, don’t you think?”
The gun, still cocked, a finger hard inside the trigger guard, gently caressed Echo’s forehead. “Easy, nigger, or I’ll soufflé your brains.”
“Always end there, don’t we?” Echo spoke softly, kept his body language easy. “Always gotta toss out the ‘N’ word.”
“Don’t gimme no civil rights bullshit. Where the fuck is Bean? I need him.”
“We all got needs.” Echo nodded. “I need him myself.”
A sharp intake of breath. “Why?”
“’Cause he killed one of my guys...today.”
“Today? He was here?”
“Yeah, and if I knew where he was, I’d kill him myself.”
“Line forms here, nig—Excuse me...Echo. Where’d he go?”
Echo stood, very slowly. “Who gave you my name?”
“Why? Wanna little revenge?”
“Nooooo no, I don’t do revenge. But I do likes to watch me some reckoning.”
“Tough to do...she’s dead.”
Echo considered. “She, huh? Dead?”
“As the Kennedy boys.” The gun came to Echo’s chest. “Where. Is. The. Judge?”
“If I knew, I’d spout up. I ain’t looking for what you gave her...how I can do business dead? Trust me...if I knew, I’d tell you.”
A sigh, frustrated and weary. “Not the answer I wanted, Gracie.”
Julio stood in the garage. “I heard a few things.”
“Heard my gun. I killed your boss.”
“Not what I meant and I ain’t so concerned about that noways. He was an asshole. Stole twenty percent of everything I did. Learned it from the Judge.”
“Judge Bean?”
Julio, moving slowly, approached the shooter. “He was here this morning. Had a truck full of dope. It was on fire so he brought it here. Something happened at the barbeque place. He came here. We saved his dope. He hired me to deliver what didn’t burn to Amarillo. I drove out, waited until he was gone, and came back.”
“That where he went? Amarillo?”
Julio shook his head. “No idea, but look, I got my own crew, my own ambitions. All I’m needing is to get you what you need so I can take what I need.”
“I’m just looking to find the Judge.”
“So we good? Got an understanding?”
“Absolutely.”
“He had an envelope with a fucking finger in it, if you can believe that.”
“He had the package? You saw the finger?”
“Fuck yeah. Cain’t decide if it was cool or creepy. He said something about the Texas Rangers, said he was going to see some cat named Tommy-Blue.”
“Where?”
Julio shrugged. “Got no idee.”
“Damnit, you were doing so well. Wrong answer, Gracie.”
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Ten minutes later, on the outskirts of Rankin, standing next to a stunned salesman, Bean counted out exactly twenty-one hundred dollars. A couple of the hundreds came out of his badge wallet and the man’s eyes stayed on that tin even as his hand shook out a signature on the receipt and then the title. Bean quickly scrawled a counter-signature across the title.
“Is...uh...is there anything else, Officer?”
“We good?” Bean asked.
“Yes...uh...yes, sir.”
The SUV, snatched from Echo’s lot, sat near the back fence. Bean had parked it there specifically because it was mostly out of view of anyone passing on the street.
The missing sombrero man from the Sip’N’Tan’s parking lot had dug deeply into Bean’s skull with frightening speed. Within blocks of the joint, Bean had spun wildly disconcerting scenarios that had those men working for the DEA, the FBI, ICE, Homeland Security, even fucking Interpol. 
He was there, Bean thought, asking about my wheels. Then he was gone. What are the odds?
Gone like a wish in the west Texas wind, blown with the dust into whatever existed miles down the road.
As he and Faith climbed into the car, he glanced at her. Following her, maybe? Was she something more than a young girl Bassi had stolen?
Stupid, he thought. You’re being paranoid.
Maybe, but paranoia—and Digger—had kept him alive and out of jail. So when his neck hair started tickling, he paid attention. That meant he stopped at this shitty little car lot and bought this shitty little car; this too-expensive, beat-up Camry whose best years had been years ago. It was worlds different from the SUV and so it was the choice.
Cash, sign the title, and go see another Ranger.
See if that little fucker had all ten fingers.
 
 
 



 
17
 
“You’re a police officer?” she asked.
Rankin was a little less than an hour behind them, empty road ahead of them. Brown still swirled around them. There had been a time, with Mariana alive and pregnant and the future brilliantly painted, that Bean would not only have appreciated the beauty in the landscape, but would have stopped the car to breathe it in. There had been times, too, with Mariana dead but their beautiful daughter at Bean’s side, that he had stopped to enjoy Mariana’s landscape. 
The second stop was the middle of nowhere, off State Route 349, headed west on Ranch Road 2400. Then straight south on a barely visible cattle track, down into the gullies and culverts carved by the heavy hand of water millions of years earlier. Eventually there would be a single tree.
And then a ranch house. 
Call it an hour fifteen south of Rankin. In a part of the state the Judge had always considered “drive-thru” at best. Once, driving to the Texas coast on a vacation, the summer before Mariana got pregnant, they’d stopped. A few hours visiting a man she’d known in the academy and who’d gotten promoted to the Rangers just a month or so after her. Soon enough the guy had been based outta Zachary City, just like Mariana, and Bean had seen him all the time.
A giant green sign rolled up and announced Ranch Road 2400, two miles.
Bean’s balls tightened. 
He’d been on 349 a million times and had seen the RR 2400 turn off almost every time. It had never been just another turn off, never been just another ranch road. There had always been knowledge of who lived down that road, but he’d never needed to pay a visit and be sociable.
Now it was different. He’d take the turn, drive the drive, see the man.
Get some answers.
From north of RR 2400 he could see most of the other ranch roads winding out south from 349 like rattlers slithering through the desert.
“I don’t think you are,” Faith said.
“Are what?”
“A police officer.”
Bean said nothing. Of course he wasn’t a cop. His thing had been the other end of law enforcement...black robes and gavel, attorneys arguing back and forth.
“Because you killed him.”
“Killed who?”
“Bassi.”
Bean snorted. “Where have you been? Cops kill people all the time.”
She shook her head. “Sure they do. And they cover it up and lie about it and everything else. And most of those, at least the ones I know, get off on it.”
Bean frowned. The ones she knew? What was going on with this girl? How’d she know any cops who might have slipped over the line?
“You ain’t like that...don’t seem to be, anyway. You ain’t comfortable with it...the violence, I mean.”
“More comfortable than you know.”
“Bullshit.” She shook her head dismissively. “Tell yourself all you want, that you’re a big, bad gangbanger, but you’re not. You showed that guy—Tommy-Blue—a badge, but you were pretty fucking uneasy about it.”
“I don’t know what—”
“And angry. Got angry all over you. I seen that before.”
“At Tommy-Blue.”
“Sure, maybe...plus a pile of other stuff. Plus...you’re a dealer.”
“I’m a what?”
“A dealer. Slinging dope. The garage?”
Surprised, Bean stared at her.
“I’m not an idiot, asshole, and he didn’t build my prison sound-proof, just escape-proof.”
Prison. A harsh word. He’d sent how many men and women there over the years? And now this little girl sat next to him and calmly talked about the prison where Bassi—the driver he’d hired—had kept her locked away.
“How long did he keep you there?”
“In the truck? As soon as he got it.” She looked at him as the car crested a hill, the high point of Terrell County. “But that’s not what you want to know.”
He swallowed. “No?” 
“Three weeks.” 
She said it quick, like ripping a bandage off a terrible wound. 
Oh, Jeremiah. How could he do that to a little girl?
“Three weeks? You sure? He didn’t have the truck that long. How could it have been—”
Anger blew up out of her like a gushing west Texas wildcat oil well. Thick and black, clinging to everything it touched. “You think I’m making it up? You think I’m lying so that I can...what? Get you down into the gulley and kill you? Or maybe I’m scheming to get you alone and get me a little piece of manly loving? ‘Oh, she’s had sex with a grown man, she must have liked it, maybe she can do things for me.’”
Bean shook his head, horrified. “No, that’s not what—”
“I want to go home. That’s all, that’s it. Home. And right now, you’re pretty much my best bet. That’s all you are to me. Do you understand that? You’re not my savior, you’re not my hero, you’re a guy driving a car who’s about half-convinced me he could get me home.”
Bean put his eyes back on the road and from up here, he could see all the county roads, including Ranch Road 2400. But he could also see down between the rises. And just two more rises over, tucked deep into the scrub and dirt, was that lonely ranch house.
“I can, Faith, I promise I can. I will do—”
“That’s not my name.” Her voice exploded in the car, banging around like a coiled boxer. It slammed an uppercut against his chin, then nailed him with a roundhouse. It pummeled his gut, pounded his chest.
“I’m sorry, I thought—”
“What am I wearing?”
The white confirmation dress. A state of grace...of faith.
“That was his name for me.”
She started crying then but he didn’t mistake those tears. They weren’t sad or depressed tears, they were white-hot angry. They were violent and maybe homicidal but they were not sad.
“I’m sorry.” Bean’s voice was soft. “I apologize for my mistake.” 
She took a deep breathing, inhaling slowly, letting the air leak out of her as the shaking in her hands lessened. When they were dead still, she spoke. “He had me before he had that truck.”
“Before?” The Judge turned his eyes toward her. “How long before?”
She shrugged, suddenly unwilling to talk about it. “Days are days, nights are nights. Coupl’a weeks, maybe.”
Deep in his chest, Bean thought his heart seized. Breath came hard and ragged, shots of hot pain pounded his brain. His skin broke in a hot sweat. “Two weeks? Before the truck? Holy shit, I’m so sorry, Fai—” Bean shook his head. “I can’t imagine, but I am sorry you’ve been through it.”
Then her anger was gone, a tire gone flat from broken nails and shattered bottles. She slumped against the seat, far away from him against the passenger door. “He’s dead. I don’t care.” Immediately, she lowered her head. “I shouldn’t have said that.”
“The hell you say. He was a piece of shit.”
“He was a human being.”
Bean shrugged. “Technically, I guess.”
She didn’t laugh but maybe, just maybe, he saw the tiniest crack of a smile. It was gone in a heartbeat and Bean was content to leave it at that. She was a damaged, hurt young woman. When—if—she wanted to talk she would. Until then, all he could do was fuck it up. So he’d leave it in her hands.
They drove the last mile or so slowly. When the turn to RR 2400 came up, the Judge took it. Less than two miles down that road, he found the cattle trail and turned south. 
Rutted. Broken. Filled with rocks and cactus. He squiggled the car back and forth, avoiding as many of the holes as he could. The car bounced around, jouncing them up and down, sideways, until their heads smacked into each other.
“Ow,” she said. “Keep your big head over there.”
“Doing my best.”
“Well...thanks for trying, I guess.”
He chuckled as the car banged through a dry wash and slipped up over a rise.
On the far side, still probably two miles from the ranch house, Bean shit a brick.
Sombrero Man.
“What the fuck?”
The man leaned against his truck, head down, intent on the giant Bowie knife he picked his nails with. Bean jammed on the brakes, the car lurched to a stop.
Dead center of the trail.
The man’s head rolled up and his eyes rolled over the duo.
“Are you stupid?” Faith asked. “Keep going.”
“The hell is he doing here?”
“Doesn’t matter. Keep going. You’re drawing attention.”
Bean got moving again, slow. As they passed, both he and Faith kept their gazes forward. When they were a hundred feet down the cattle trail, Bean chanced a look in the rearview mirror. The man stared at them, but kept working his nails.
Bean breathed, suddenly aware he hadn’t been. “We might be—”
Then the guy cocked his head, a puppy hearing a new sound.
“Shit.”
The man dropped his knife, his eyes as wide as the west Texas desert, and jumped his ass into the truck. He hammered the gas and his truck fishtailed a geyser of dirt and gravel. 
The Judge took off. The car bounced over rocks and scrub and Faith grabbed the dash to steady herself.
“We’ll be fine,” Bean said.
The truck roared from the dust, faster than Bean thought it would. It tore down the trail and within seconds slammed into their bumper. The car banged, yawed for a second, then caught and straightened out. Bean and Faith rocked around the inside of the car. Bean smacked his head on the driver’s door window while Faith’s fingers gouged deep into the dashboard now.
“Don’t worry, we’ll be fine.” 
“Who you trying to convince?”
The Judge yanked the wheel hard right just as the truck roared up on them again. But with them off the trail, the truck came abreast on their left. With a laugh, Bean jerked the car back on the trail and aimed it at the truck’s bumper. The vehicles met, crunched and kissed, and Bean forced Sombrero Man toward the edge of the trail.
But, really, what the fuck was Bean going to do? He could shove and muscle the truck a little, like a grocery clerk muscling up on an oil rig roustabout, but eventually the oilman was going to pound the shit outta the clerk. 
“Mariana,” Bean said, trying to ease the truck over the edge and down the hill without tearing hell outta his car. “It’s getting worse. It’s all falling apart.”
It’s not, Jeremiah, I promise.
You can’t promise me that. You can’t. 
It wasn’t falling apart now. It had been falling apart for years. Since that bloody night. And he knew, as surely as he knew that fucking truck was going to get them long before they got to the relative protection of the ranch house, that he was alone and would never be able to stop the falling.
It was his madness made manifest. It was everything he’d ever feared come to fruition. 
Jeremiah? You’re not crazy. I keep telling you. And if you had killed yourself to be with me, this little girl would still be with Bassi, right?
Yeah.
So you saved her.
Yeah...I guess so.
And maybe made up for Angela? Just a little bit?
I can never make up for giving Angela away, for letting the Donaways adopt her. It is a blood debt I can never erase.
Blood debt. So melodramatic, my love. Do you really think—”
Gunfire exploded the side windshield. Shards flew across them and out the other side, into the dust like glitter in a sea of shit brown. Faith yelped as Bean slammed her to the floorboard. He ducked, hammered down the accelerator to get in front of the truck. The engine screamed in the afternoon air, the frame and shocks howling as the car bounced over a cattle trail too fouled up even for cows to use.
“Damnit,” he yelled. “Who the fuck are you?”
More shots and at least one popped the back of the car. Pop pop, but to Bean’s ears it sounded like POP POP. Another window shattered and he felt more rounds hit the quarter panel and trunk. 
Bean couldn’t fire back. First of all he was driving and barely able to keep the Camry on the cow trail. Second, the .380 was a good gun, accurate and lightweight, but not particularly powerful. To be effective for social work, Bean would have to get in close. But Sombrero’s monster shotgun would keep Bean distant.
“Mariana.” He fought to hold the car on the trail. “See you in a few minutes, babe.”
I hate to tell you this, but you’re not done yet. You have to get her to her mother, Jeremiah.
“And how am I going to do that?”
“Judge?” the girl said.
“I don’t have any ideas, Mariana, so if you’ve got one, from your perch where life is easy and clean, I’m all ears.”
“Uh...Judge?”
Jeremiah! Don’t you ever get uppity with me like that. You think this is easier than spending my life with the man I love and my daughter? You think this is what I wanted?
“Judge.” 
When you do finally get here, Jeremiah, I will straight up beat your ass you keep talking like that.
“Judge!” The girl’s voice boomed like a gunshot.
“What, goddamnit?”
More shots peppered the car. The front windshield blasted out, covering them with glittering bits of safety glass. The truck was behind them now, the driver whooping and racking more rounds in the shotgun. His sombrero was nowhere to be seen.
“Quit talking to your dead wife. We have a problem.” She pointed ahead of them.
A goat.
A big-ass, seriously pissed-off billy. Dead center middle of the cattle trail.
Staring at the car like he fucking owned the trail.
“Are you kidding me with this?” Bean asked, thinking of the dog in the street in Barefield.
But unlike the dog, this fucking thing lowered his head and charged the car.
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With a yelp worthy of an angst-laden school girl, Bean jerked the wheel. 
Nothing happened. They kept flying straight at the goat. Dirt and rocks kicked all over the place, peppered the front and back of the car and still they headed for animal.
Who continued toward them.
Just before head and grill would have met, the tires finally grabbed the dirt trail and the car shot left.
Straight toward where the earth sloped away from the cattle trail.
“Fuck fuck fuck.” Bean yanked the wheel back right, trying to avoid rolling the damned car halfway down the hill.
Somehow, Bean managed to avoid both the goat and crash. The truck, on the other hand, drove straight into the animal. A head-on...Ford F-150 versus billy goat.
The crunch, machine against animal, was surprisingly loud. The goat’s horns penetrated the 150’s grill while the animal’s back legs, now off the ground, scrabbled madly. When the hooves did grab some ground, they caught and stuck and the truck bowled right over the animal’s back end.
Is that what Bassi looked like? When I ran him down, was it as bloody and disturbing as this goat?
“Holy crap,” Faith said, her fingers still deep in the dashboard.
That was exactly what Bassi looked like, but I don’t give two shits...not after what he did to her.
Another goat wandered onto the trail, completely animal-oblivious. The Ford struck it head on and the animal exploded. A red mist, threaded with viscera and bones, painted the front of the truck. Swerving through the muck, the truck went off the trail at probably forty or forty-five miles an hour. The driver tapped the brakes and turned the wheel downhill but it was too late. The angle was just enough, the speed just enough, that the truck began to tip.
“There it goes,” Bean said.
The truck went slowly, plopping on its side, then its roof, then gaining speed as it rolled down the hill. Three...maybe four...times. Glass exploded, bits of chrome came away like cast off clothes. Somewhere deep inside the cab, someone screamed. Dust and rocks rumbled around the truck, tumbled down beside it. When the truck eventually came to rest, on its side, at the bottom of the low hill, the rocks kept tumbling around it as though they didn’t give the least shit about the truck.
Bean watched the entire thing, his hands hard on the wheel but his gaze equally hard on the truck. 
“Judge, watch out.”
“Shit.” 
Five more goats on the trail, all just as oblivious as the dead one. He slid the car to a stop, but heard at least one animal crunch against the car’s front end. The thing howled.
“Fucking sea of goats,” Bean said.
The cattle trail was lost beneath undulating animals. They moved constantly, but never went anywhere. It was like waves of dirty, white water rolling over rocky and craggy beaches, but never coming all the way in or going all the way out.
“The hell is all this?”
The animals answered, their braying deep and thick. Mostly they ignored the car though a few nosed at it. They roamed the scrub and ate whatever presented itself and none of the animals seemed particularly disturbed by the intrusion. One jumped on the hood and Faith giggled, though not with humor. Bean clearly heard strain. 
Sombrero Man’s truck was behind them. Smoke leaked from the engine. 
“He dead?” Faith asked.
“We can only hope.”
“Uncharitable much?”
Bean shrugged. “The man tried to kill us.”
“There is that.”
“Stay here.”
“Not a problem.”
Bean snagged the .380 from his waistband, grabbed his hat from the backseat, and headed carefully for the truck. A couple of goats walked with him and he hoped that if the bullets started flying, Sombrero Man shot low. Bean neither loved nor hated animals but if it came to him or them, he had no compunction about using goats as low-rent Kevlar. 
Bean hissed. “That’s some funk.”
One, or both, of the dead goats had shit copiously at their last breath and now the air with thick with fecal stench.
One hand over his nose, the other holding the .380, Bean moved down the slope and circled the truck until he was against the shattered back window. When he peeked in, he saw nothing. He tightened his grip on the pistol. 
Over the din of the still-living goats it was impossible to hear anything except maybe the roaring fear in his ears. If the guy were standing next to him jacking a round into the shotgun, Bean wouldn’t have heard it.
“Damnit.”
I’m tired, Mariana.
I know, baby, I know.
I’m tired of the bodies.
I know, Jeremiah, but sometimes—
Bean realized, when he heard it, that he’d been expecting a shot, but nothing so loud as what exploded the air. Bean startled and stumbled backward, his boots clattering over rocks and scrub. The shot went through the broken back glass and tore hell out of the dashboard and steering wheel.
Bean’s head swiveled, side to side, up and down, desperately looking for the shooter. Finally, the guy appeared at the far side of the truck, bloody and angry.
“Try to run me off the road?” He fired again. 
Bean ducked—as though that would save him if the buckshot came his way—and dashed around the front end, giving himself just a second or so of cover.
“The fuck you try to kill me for?”
“Try to kill you? Because you tried to kill us.”
Bean tried to figure out how far to the car and could he get in and get gone before Sombrero Man shot him? Fuck no. Upslope, first of all. But even if he made it to the car, the trail was still covered with goats and there was no way he could simply barrel through them. They were too big and the car too small. 
“After you tried to kill me,” Sombrero Man said. 
He fired again, maybe a random shot, maybe not. But it went wide. Buckshot sprayed part of the front quarter panel and two goats who’d come down. They hit the ground and never made a sound.
“Fuckfuckfuck.”
A giant closed fist of fear, maybe as big as Zeus’ fist, slammed into Bean. Scared his hand into a sympathetic squeeze of the .380’s trigger.
Six shots worth of sympathetic squeezing, in fact.
One went high, one went into a goat, and two bloomed roses on Sombrero Man’s chest. Another replaced his left eye with a smear of blood. The last shot blew one of his fingers off. The digit snapped up, moving in Olympic-style slow-motion, bone and flesh and specks of blood flying like self-penitent priests beating their own backs with whips, up and up and then slowly down.
Until it plopped in the dirt.
Sombrero Man danced a spastic jig and finally hit the dirt, his head cocked at an odd angle toward the finger.
Searching for your finger?
And what the deuce is going on with fingers? They’re everywhere.
Bean froze, his finger tight around the depressed trigger of the .380, the magazine empty, the barrel smoking. His heart was equally frozen, a solid block of ice sitting cold in his chest.
Jeremiah?
Sombrero’s blood was already slowing, already congealing, and it soaked the dirt into a brown mush. Already there were a couple of flies buzzing around him and it wouldn’t be long until the goats and vultures and coyotes were swaggering by, sniffing blood as though it were a sauce for their dinner.
I’ve killed. Again.
“Damnit.”
Jeremiah? I’m sorry, baby. He didn’t give you any choice.
Clenching his jaw, Bean checked the dead man. Radial pulse, carotid pulse. 
Standing, Bean breathed deep, paused, then kicked the shit outta the guy. “Damnit.” Another kick. “Damnit.” Another kick and then he couldn’t stop even if he’d wanted to. “The fuck are you? The fuck were you doing?” More kicking and pain began to creep into his feet. “Why are you following me? What do you want?” His boots sank into the man’s flesh, eventually tore it open. He relished the rage that poisoned his blood. “You son of a bitch. Why’d you do this to me?”
“Judge?”
“I didn’t want to kill you. I’m tired of killing, punk.”
Tired of killing, yeah, but also tired of feeling like he had no other choices. 
A bullshit argument. There were always choices and options. In this he was his own worst enemy. No one had ever forced him to kill. Judge Royy Bean, II was his own man. Hands and heart belonged to him. Choice and option belonged to him.
“Judge?”
His past was full of times he had pulled the trigger, or slipped a knife between ribs or squeezed a neck, but only when and why he wanted.
“There were always options, Mariana.”
Yes, Jeremiah, but options that would have cost your life.
“You’re dead,” Bean said. “Angela’s dead. What fucking life?”
For a moment, in the caress of the slightest breeze, Bean thought he felt her kiss his cheek. Soft lips and the barest hint of her tongue. Then it was gone, replaced by the stink of shit and blood, of carcasses and death, of anger that boiled in its own hatred.
“Judge?” Faith touched his shoulder gently. “It wasn’t your fault.”
He turned to her, a young woman he’d never seen until a few hours ago and who had most certainly seen more shit than he could even begin to imagine, and immediately understood how strong she actually was. Where he slumped with exhaustion from kicking the dead man, she stood tall. Where his hands were bloody, either from the goats or glass shards flying or from Sombrero Man, hers were simply dirty.
They both had tears. They both breathed heavily, their bodies shaking almost in synch, and both were at a loss for words or an understanding of how this had happened on this shitty cattle trail in the middle of nowhere.
“Come on.” Holding his hand, she led him to the car. 
“I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have to see this crap. I should have left you with Echo.”
Her face hardened. “The guy who wanted to burn me up? Uh...pass.”
Bean shoved the empty .380 into his pocket. “I wouldn’t have let him do that.”
“You didn’t let him do that.”
Bean took a deep breath. “I probably should have given you to the cops.”
“No, no police.”
He looked at her. “Why?”
She hesitated. “This ain’t my first rodeo, Judge. I’ve been down some roads before. I ain’t no particular fan of the cops.”
At the car, Bean said, “How can you trust me?”
She looked around, obvious and almost comically. “Well, truth be told, ain’t nobody else around right now. But we get a hobo? Or maybe an English nanny? Shit, I’ll leave you by the side of the road...sort of like a used condom.”
“Uh...okay.”
Most of the goats had moved on. More than a few were dead. Others had bloody lines streaming down their sides from the buckshot. 
“That was crappy of me to say,” she said. “Sorry. Trust don’t come so easy for me sometimes. I lash out. I’m a bitch.”
Bean chuckled. “Hardly.” 
“You’ll see.” 
“Well...used condom was funny. Little more graphic than what I expected, but funny. Hobo. Didn’t think anyone used that word anymore.”
“I’m just a regular walking dictionary.” She leaned her head on the car’s roof. “I miss my family.”
“Me, too.”
“Ain’t we a pathetic duo.” With a deep breath, she stood tall and straight. “Those pictures? The handcuffs and the burning? You helped me. That’s why you get a few slivers of trust. Might be the most I can do for a while.”
Grinning, Bean nodded. “I’ll take it. I’m going to get you home. I promise.” 
One more stop, he left unsaid. One more stop, learn the lie, find the hand missing a finger.
The car between them, Bean felt the exhaustion everywhere in his body. He’d never been this tired, physically, emotionally, spiritually. Two shootouts in one day? A near fight with Echo and a few punches with Tommy-Blue? What the fuck was going on? The entire day had to be some sort of record. Maybe there was a mope book of records he could consult, see if his name would live on.
Truthfully, all he wanted right now was to sleep. Get some long hours behind closed lids, then start again fresh. 
Or never wake up.
Maybe a bottle of Tequila Don Julio. Some pills. Easier than a bullet through his soft palate. Something to gently usher him back into her arms.
It’s a mortal sin, Jeremiah. Besides, you’re not done yet. Is that girl in her mother’s arms? Get her there, then you can come see me.
“Got another stop, don’t we?” Faith asked.
Bean frowned. “Why do you say that?”
“Please. I’m not stupid.”
“I need to find the hand that belongs to the finger.”
“That’s some freaky shit, Judge.” She shook her head. “Also not what you’re really looking for.”
“Yeah? Pretty smart, are you? What am I looking for then? Redemption? Acceptance? Atonement?”
“Uhhh...sure. And her property. Mariana’s. What is it? What’d she lose that you’re killing yourself to find?”
While he thought, the sun descended another three or four degrees across the burning afternoon sky. “She didn’t lose it. I did.” He turned his face into the sun. “I lost it in a poker game.”
“Well, that was stupid.”
“I know. Not quite the single dumbest thing I’ve ever done...but sure as shit in the top five.”
But I’m going to get it back. And deliver it to your side, baby.
Jeremiah, shut up with that talk. Suicide. The pussy’s way out.
He laughed, his exhaustion and melancholy forgotten. “Did you just call me a pussy?”
Faith stared. “What? Wasn’t me this time.”
“Not you, my wife.”
“Dead wifey talking to you again?”
Bean glared at her. “I don’t give a shit if you believe it or not. I do.”
When she finally spoke, it was softly, with a surprising delicateness. “I talk to my family, too. Don’t matter I’m not with them. I talk to them. To my sister especially. Feels like I’m home. Ain’t such a huge leap to believe I could talk to them if they were dead.” She shook her head as though uncomfortable. 
“My sister was my best friend,” Bean said. “She died a few years ago. Cancer.”
“Yeah, my sister turned me out when I was twelve years old. She was a street whore who couldn’t make enough to keep herself in drugs. But when she was clean, she had the biggest heart of anyone I ever knew.”
Bean said nothing.
Faith cleared her throat. “So you lost it. Dumbass. And what was it?”
It was forever that he didn’t answer: hours and days and weeks, months and years, eternity. Finally he stared right into her soul over the top of the car. “A badge.”
“Badge...like a cop’s badge?”
“My wife’s badge.”
Faith gaped, surprise ripe in her eyes. “She was a policeman? Uh...police woman?”
“Texas Ranger, Company E. Based out of El Paso but she spent most of her time in Zachary City, Midland, Odessa, Barefield.”
From surprise to something else that Bean couldn’t read. “A Texas Ranger? Seriously? Wow. I mean...wow...that’s cool, ain’t it?”
“Yeah, actually it was.”
“And so you lost her badge...in a poker game.”
“Yeah.” He swallowed. “I was drunk.”
“Hah. Like my old man. Old, pissed off white men. All the same.”
“And high.”
“The hell you say.” Faith’s eyes were big, surprised. “A little weed to soothe the drunken beast?”
“Coke.”
Her mouth snapped closed.
“And heroin.”
“Well, maybe that explains it,” a new voice said. “The man’s a horse junkie.”
A new voice, deep, husky, angry. The mesquite bushes dotting the trail rustled and a second later a man emerged. 
Bean saw the shotgun too late. He made a move for the .380, but the guy trained the gun squarely on Bean’s skull. “Explains what? And who the fuck are you?”
The man racked the slide. “Explains why you been killing goats. And I’m the guy that owns the goats.”
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“I am a direct descendent of Christ. I can smell your fear.”
The sound of the man’s balls tightening was almost audible.
Creak...creak...
It wasn’t a screw, or a vise grip that did the tightening. It was just a plain, old semi-automatic pistol, pressed lovingly against his forehead. 
“That’s probably gonna leave a mark.”
“Huh?” The man—his name was Tommy-Blue—was on his knees. They all ended up on their knees, penitence before God.
“Except the black man. Balls of steel. Faced the music.”
“What are you talking about?” Tommy-Blue’s voice was strong, but his hands, covered by skin long since tanned to a lizard skin, shook badly. 
“Where is the Judge, my friend.”
“I’ll tell you again, there wasn’t any judge here.”
“Oh, sir, please do take care with that tone of voice.” 
The hammer cocked back, the metallic snap filling the empty Sip’N’Tan.
Tommy-Blue’s jaw ground, the muscles popping and snapping. “Apologies. I don’t know any judge.”
“Don’t know any judge? You were a cop...a Texas Ranger, the most exalted of all narcissistic law enforcement in this whole narcissistic state. How is it you don’t know any judges?”
Tommy-Blue frowned. “Narcissistic...what?” He managed to regain some control of his voice, but there was still fear in it, thick as the scrub around Rankin. 
“How come all the coffee is crossed off?”
Tommy-Blue’s hair was bone white, bleached by the sun or age. Some of it had come out of the tight ponytail. It flew across his head, caught in the tiny breeze that strolled his shop. “They only drink black coffee around here.”
“And tanning? Dude, it’s the middle of the fucking desert. They’re not paying to tan, are they?”
When Tommy-Blue said nothing, the gun ground into his forehead. “Aaahhhhhh...No, they aren’t paying to tan.”
“I told you...I am from Christ’s loins...so I see things clearly. I know things that no one else knows.”
“What are you talking about?”
The gun smashed his temple. Blood welled, then rolled down his cheek. He yelped and fell sideways.
“I’ve forgotten more knowledge than you’ll ever have, because of my lineage. Now, tell me about the Judge that came to see you.”
Tommy-Blue came up quick. Fists clenched but held tightly at his side. Rage burned in his eyes, framed by the blood staining his face.
“Yeah? Wanna go?”
Tommy-Blue said nothing. 
“Thought so. You know, for a former Ranger, a tough guy, you smell...” 
Tommy-Blue tried to stand tall against the hot breath on his cheek. 
“...weak.”
“Test that assumption anytime you want.”
“The Judge, boy.”
Tommy-Blue’s voice rifled up, high-end anger. “No judge has been to see me. Hell, just about no one has been to see me in weeks.”
“’Cause you don’t have any decent coffee.”
“So you said. I don’t know who you’re talking about.”
“But you do, dear sir. He was here just a few hours ago.” The laugh again. “That’s what I thought. I see the knowledge on your face like syphilis pox. Judge Royy Bean, II.”
Tommy-Blue stared hard at the shooter. 
“I think I hear those wheels turning, Tommy-Blue-The-Former-Ranger-Who-Smells-Weak. I think you have information for me.”
The air limped around them, a breeze redolent with the smell of west Texas dirt. A semi rumbled by on the highway and maybe the ground shook the slightest bit. Birds, probably vultures, called in the distance.
“Such a mournful sound, don’t you think? It was the sound Christ made on the cross.”
“Christ was a vulture?” Tommy-Blue asked.
“A mournful sound. Mournful.” The gun came back, pressed against the side of Tommy-Blue’s throat. 
“He’s not a judge,” Tommy-Blue said.
“Of course he is. Judge Royy Bean, II. Elected justice of the peace from Barefield.”
“Your clothes are out of date, too. He hasn’t been a JP for years. Had a bit of a problem, had to resign.”
“I, along with everyone, know that.”
Tommy-Blue pointed to the burgeoning bruise on his forehead. “See that? Red now but it’ll be black and blue tomorrow.”
“Yeah?”
“Bean did that.” Tommy-Blue paused. “With his badge.”
The shooter paused, long and dramatic. “With what?”
“His badge. He’s a Texas Ranger.”
“The hell you say.” The gun dipped. The shooter continued to stare at Tommy-Blue, but with eyes held distant, on some point miles away. “A Texas Ranger...Walking in his wife’s footsteps?” The gun came back up. “Why’d this...Texas Ranger...come to your shop, this lonely place of non-business hidden so far from the World?”
Tommy-Blue raised his hands and slowly, ever so gently, moved the gun off his face. “Like all of us...looking for someone.”
“And who are you, Ranger, looking for?”
“Anyone I can find.”
Tommy-Blue did it quick. Faster than he thought he could. A hard punch to the shooter’s face. Blood exploded from the shooter’s nose and a howl spiraled up into the air. 
Tommy-Blue dove forward, pushed them both away from the counter. They crashed over a table and Tommy-Blue made a grab for the gun. He palmed the barrel, blued steel came and went in a breath, sliding along his hand and fingers. 
“Damn.” That had been, probably, his only chance. 
Fear bubbled up deep in his testicles.
He threw an elbow left, then right, but found only air. He kicked and realized he was falling alone. The shooter had slipped away from him. Dotted with blood, feeling the warmth, he hit the floor hard.
The shooter stood over him. “If it’s any consolation, no one else even tried. You’re a good man, Former Ranger.”
“Get to it, then.”
A wide grin broke across the shooter’s face. “Gracie’s taking it like a man. Good enough, then. Your wish is my command.”
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Hands raised, the Judge kept his eyes on the man rather than the shotgun. The two men were about fifty feet apart and Bean gave a fast, stupid thought to trying to cover that ground. Even if Bean didn’t have back problems and wasn’t wearing boots, this man was half Bean’s age. Bean wouldn’t get more than three steps before that shotgun cut him in half. “I’m Royy. Two ‘y’s.’”
“And I’m the King of Tokyo. Two ‘kyo’s.’”
He was a big boy, probably half a head shorter than Bean but wide and solid. Arms cradled the gun easily, as though they were comfortable carrying a gun, and probably just as comfortable firing it, no doubt. His hair, black bleached into a washed-out gray by the sun, was thick and tied back in a pony-tail.
Bean nodded. “Good enough.”
“The fuck you doing killing my goats?”
“Well, strictly speaking, I didn’t kill them, the sombrero—” Bean snapped his mouth shut.
“A sombrero killed them?”
“Well, no, because that would be stupid.”
The man nodded. “Yeah, and we can’t have anything stupid...like an overturned truck and a tall guy in a cowboy hat with an empty holster ’bout the size of a long-barreled .45 except he’s carrying a .380 that he just randomly emptied into a guy who looked pretty dead already. But we don’t want anything stupid.”
The man breathed through his nose with a dirty, edgy air. In that whistling breath, Bean was sure he could hear the man’s nerves burning. “Why are you on my land?”
Bean frowned. “Your land? Thought I was—I must have misread the map. I apologize.”
There was no mistake, no misread of a map Bean hadn’t looked at. Whoever this guy was, this wasn’t his land. This drop of desert belonged to Andy.
Maybe Andy finally ate the bullet. He’d threatened to, seriously and jokingly, for so many years. Maybe he finally found the guts I have yet to find.
“Mariana,” the man said. “She was your wife.”
Bean squared up, set his jaw.
“You’re looking for Andy.” Still holding the shotgun, the man yanked a cell from his pocket and sent a text.
The trio stood silent for the next five minutes. The gun never moved from Bean, and by extension, Faith. The sun, brutally hot, beat them with white-hot fists until their sweat felt like blood trickling over their skin. Under that heat, the stench of dead animals, and a dead man, grew and began to finger them.
“Is he coming?” Bean finally asked.
“Shut the hell up.”
“Hey, asshole,” Faith said. “We’re sorry about your damned goats. It wasn’t our fault so give it a fucking rest or—”
The man grinned, his lips like a snake whipped across his face. “Yeah? Or what?”
Faith stood tall, clenched a fist. “Or I’ll shove that shotgun straight up your ass and pull the trigger.”
Bean kept his smile to himself. More and more like Mariana every moment. Mariana wasn’t such a fan of the f-bomb, but sure as hell of the sentiment. She had been a woman who didn’t like getting pushed around.
“You think you can take me? Get to taking, then, and let’s see who comes out on...top.”
Faith laughed, doubled over she laughed so hard. Finally, wiping tears from her eyes, she said, “Sorry. Just ain’t never heard such an empty rape threat in all my life.”
His grin dissolved into a mess of pressed lips and bulging veins. “The fuck did you say?”
She stepped up to him. “I never heard such a pathetic, empty, ball-less rape threat.”
“That was no threat, bitch, that was—”
“Murph,” Andy said. “Enough.”
Andy had come over the small rise, appearing almost magically through the mesquite and cactus, waiting for the perfect moment to appear. His eyes—still piercing blue even after so many years—never left Bean. His face was stone, neither smile nor grimace. Inside the old man, Bean easily saw the skinny, anxious Ranger from years earlier. “Why are you here?”
Bean offered his hand. After a considering, Andy took it. The man’s hand was death-cold in spite of the heat. Bean bit back his revulsion.
“To see you, Andy. I came here specifically to see you.”
“Why?”
Bean started to reach into his pocket but the man with the shotgun—Murph—froze him. The gun snapped to Bean’s chest, pressed hard enough to back him up a step. He raised his hands. “He knows my gun is on my other side. I have something to show you.”
Andy licked his lips, then wiped them dry. Finally, he said, “Slow.”
The barrels still against his chest, Bean pulled the box from his pocket. “This was waiting for me at Johnny’s.”
For a split second, Andy’s face eased. “God, I miss that place. How’s Johnny?”
“Dead.”
Andy sighed. “Damn.” 
He waved the shotgun away and Bean breathed more easily. “It’d been there a little while, waiting for me.”
Andy frowned. “Why didn’t they just send it to you?”
Bean held the box between them. “I don’t advertise my address, Andy.”
“What’s in the box?”
Bean said, “Hold your hands out.”
Andy hesitated. “What’s in the box?”
“Hands.”
Murph brought the shotgun up a little, pointing now at Bean’s balls.
“What’s in—” Andy snapped his mouth closed, swallowed, then put it hands out. Palms down, tanned and leathery skin skyward. Eight fingers, two thumbs. All exactly where they should be.
“What’s in the box?” Murph asked. His finger tightened on the trigger.
When Bean opened the package, Andy leaned forward. The finger had curled just a bit...almost as though it were beckoning to both men. Come with me...I have something to show you.
Andy shook his head, bit back a grin, then laughed anyway. The sound, ragged and elderly, waddled across the scrub, bounced over the dead goats. “That supposed to be a threat?”
“No, Andy, it was—”
“A mope send it?” His eyes lit up. “The victim of a mope. They’re pissed ’cause you gave a weak-sister sentence to the mope.”
“Andy, listen, it’s not—”
“Somebody just got outta prison, maybe...chopped it from their cellie, wanted to give you a thrill, let you know they’re coming for you.”
“Shut the fuck up for a minute.” Bean shook his head. “The mopes wouldn’t have known to send it to Johnny’s. The mopes know I’m elsewhere these days.”
“Everyone knows you’re elsewhere...they just don’t know where.” He shook his head. “Damn, wish I’d thought of chopping a finger and sending it when I was a copper. That’s great. Scare the shit right outta you, huh?”
Bean waited until Andy stopped laughing. “Never your style.”
Andy sobered quick. “Yeah? Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think.”
“I know you plenty well. You came to the hospital when Mariana got shot.”
“We all did.”
“Yeah, but you came back. Tommy-Blue and JD didn’t.”
Andy sighed, his eyes lost on the horizon. “That was a hard night.”
Bean let the moment play out, hoping Andy would say something more. The man’s throat worked, up and down as though preparing the words, but there was only silence, deep and echoing and oppressive and filled with sun-heat and anger-heat.
“So who’s the finger belong to?” Bean asked.
“The fuck should I know?”
“Thought you maybe sent it.”
“Yeah, asshole, I sent it. I sent it to Johnny’s so you’d find it, wonder who it came from, and come all the way here to see me and ask me if it was mine.” He glanced at Faith. “Dragging a little girl with you.”
Faith sneered. “Ain’t a little—”
“A little girl man enough to threaten my friend,” Andy said. “That’s impressive.”
Bean eyed Andy hard. “Listen to me...that night is why I’m here.” He closed the box, put it back in his pocket. “That digit isn’t the only thing I got.”
“Wha’?” Murph looked confused. His head swiveled between Andy and Bean. “Digit? The hell is—”
“A finger,” Andy said.
Murph snorted. “You got a cock, too?” He spit a blast of brown saliva to the ground. “Knew you were a fucking fairy.”
Bean crossed to Murph, shoved the gun left and slugged right with everything he had. Fist to face and something snapped. Warm blood drenched both of them. Murph staggered and Bean kicked his kneecap. The man went down, the shotgun hit the dirt and Bean kicked it way.
Faith shook her head. “Judge...one. Asshole...zero.”
“Fucking fairy just kicked your ass.” Bean yanked the .380 and pressed it against Murph’s skull.
“Ease up, Judge,” Andy said. “We got no problems here. He’s going back to the house, patch up that broken nose.”
“The hell I am,” Murph said. “I’m going to kick—”
“Get the fuck outta here,” Bean said. “Let the adults talk. You can bury your goats later.”
Murph stood and squared up with Bean. His hands clenched to fists and blood dripped freely down his nose. “I’ll see you again...fairy. I’ll see you again.” He turned and walked down the same rise Andy had come up. The sound of his boots in the dirt faded.
“He’s got a long memory, Judge. No reason to humiliate him like that.” Andy picked up the man’s shotgun and held it loosely, pointed well away from the three of them.
“Tell me what happened that night.”
Andy looked away, letting his gaze catch the late afternoon sun, but Bean could see it. A studied non-chalance, a feigned indifference. Total bullshit. Bean had seen that same look, an affected blankness, on the faces of hundreds of low-rent criminals. Drunks who hit someone with a pool cue in a bar fight, teenagers who roamed through unlocked cars looking for loose change or a GPS or CDs of something other than their Dad’s country music.
Finally Andy cast his eyes on Bean. “Sounds like you’re accusing me of something.”
“Lying?”
“About?”
Bean licked his lips. “There was a note with the finger. ‘They lied to you.’”
Andy laughed. “That’s it? That’s the big mystery? Why the hell you asking me?”
“Because you were there.”
“There where? You got a vague note attached to someone’s finger and you immediately assume me?”
“Andy, don’t embarrass yourself. We both know where.”
“Bullshit. We don’t know anything. You don’t...I don’t...that girl came with you doesn’t. Nobody knows anything. That’s the way it always is.”
“Please, Andy, I’m begging you. What happened? How did Mariana get shot?”
Andy swallowed, leaned his ass on the hood of Bean’s car. “Damnit, Judge. Nothing happened. We arrested, we got in a gunfight, Mariana got shot. The note is bullshit.”
“The note is straight up.”
“And how do you know that?”
“Because—” Bean stopped suddenly. Because Mariana told me, he almost said. Because she told me with her silence. Bean swallowed but couldn’t get the razors out of his voice. “How did she get shot?”
“What the fuck?” Andy stood, glared at Bean. “How the fuck you got the balls to question me? We went to arrest. We got ambushed. She got shot.” His eyes bored in on Bean. “We defended ourselves. DPS said so.”
“Judge,” Faith said. “Easy, now.”
“Goddamnit,” Bean bellowed. “I don’t care about DPS and their fucking whitewash.” Bean squared, clenched his fists. “Tell me what happened. I don’t give a shit if you guys blew away some low-life mule. I give a shit about somebody who was exploiting humanity like that?”
Andy kicked some dust from his boots. “Step off, Judge. You’re crowding into a place you don’t wanna go. Step. Off. Now.”
Faith put a hand on Bean’s arm, tried to pull him back, but Bean shook her off easily and crowded Andy, using his height to intimidate the man. “You tell me or I’ll leave pieces of you all over this fucking desert.”
“Judge.” Andy’s words were edged with heat that matched the burn in his eyes. “Mariana’s dead. She doesn’t give a shit about any of this now.”
Bean leaned into him, chest to chest. “Keep my wife outta your mouth.”
The air hung between them, hot and dry, smelling of dust and mesquite, of dead animals, of blood and piss. A harsh breeze carried sand that coated their skin and peppered their eyes and crunched between their teeth. 
“None of this matters,” Andy said. “Because Mariana is de—”
Bean grabbed Andy’s shirt and threw him to the ground, then fell on top of him.
“Judge, no.” Faith jumped on top of them, tried to separate the two men.
Jeremiah! Stop that. What the hell are you doing?
Bean launched a weak punch that bounced off the ground before it hit Andy’s shoulder. He threw another and grinned when Andy’s lip split and bled. He tried for another, but Faith grabbed his arm and twisted it backward.
“You wanna know?” Andy yelled. “You stupid fuck. You wanna know what happened?”
Bean snapped from Faith’s grip, yanked the empty .380 from his pocket and shoved it under Andy’s chin. “Yeah, stupid fuck, I wanna know. Who shot my wife?”
Andy stopped fighting. He breathed hard through his nose, the sound a thin whistle on the air. “You gonna shoot me? Dead as the goats, huh? I guess living with blood on your hands ain’t nothing new, is it?”
“Not in the least.” Bean pressed the gun tight. “Who shot my wife?”
“I don’t...I don’t know.”
Jeremiah...stop. You don’t need to do this to him.
“Bullshit. You were there. One of the heroes.”
Andy laughed. “So many heroes that night.”
Jeremiah, listen to me, it doesn’t matter who shot me. Just come home to me. Get this girl home and then—
“The news accounts all called the four of you heroes,” Bean said. “We both know that was bullshit. We both know that at least one of you was hiding in the field, pissing himself and crying and praying he didn’t get killed when Zapata and his men arrived.”
For a long moment, Andy stared at Bean. “You talked to Tommy-Blue? How is that old fucker?”
“Cancer’s got him again.”
“Yeah, I thought so. Damn. Maybe he was a coward about some things, but he was a decent man.”
“Yeah? Not the word I would have used. He jumped right in on the lie, didn’t he?”
“We all did.”
“Not me.”
Andy laughed. “You most of all, you just don’t realize it.”
“The fuck does that mean?” Bean asked. 
“You wanna know? You think you got balls enough for that? Let’s start with Zapata.”
“A smuggler, an enforcer, and a piece of shit.”
Andy shook his head. “A bajadore.”
Bean’s hand eased off the .380. It came away from Andy’s throat. The skin on Bean’s scalp tightened. “Bajadore?”
“Baja...what?” Faith said.
Jeremiah, don’t listen to—
“What’s he talking about?” Faith said. “Baja-doors?”
Damn you, Jeremiah.
“There it is,” Andy said. “Got your eyes full now, don’t you? Seeing it now? Even a little bit?”
Bean swallowed. Yeah, he’d known Zapata was violent, had no compunction about human life, about misery and torture, about getting young kids hooked on blow, enslaved by weed, but this was something completely different. 
“Hang on,” Faith said. “What the hell’s he babbling about?”
“Bajadore,” Bean said. Didn’t matter the heat, Bean’s balls frosted. 
“Which means what, exactly?” Faith glared at both men, her gaze bouncing back and forth.
“Literally? Tunnel rat.” Bean’s throat was rough-grit sandpaper. 
“Like through the drug tunnels? So...wetbacks?”
Andy kept his gaze on Bean. 
“Thieves,” Bean said.
Faith shook her head. “So?”
Andy snorted. “They steal from everybody. Cartels, tourists, coyotes...DEA, ICE, Border Patrol. They tap into Pemex pipelines and steal the Mexican government’s oil, sell it straight to brokers in Houston.” He looked at Bean. “They’ve snatched a couple of oil rigs from around Barefield the way I hear it. Drove ’em right the fuck outta the yards, straight over the border with illegal papers.”
Bean nodded, unsurprised. “Too many legit rigs right now to check every rig moving along the roads.”
“They steal from everybody,” Andy said. “Sell cartels’ product themselves...sometimes even back to the cartels. Sell government guns to Arabs all over South America...or straight to the Middle East. They take illegals hostage and blackmail their families for money. But mostly...”
The breeze kicked up, whistled through the mesquite, like a faraway moan from a dying lover, or a man shot nearly to death on the side of the road.
“Mostly what?” Faith asked.
“Mostly they—” Andy stopped.
“Kill,” Bean said. 
Silence came down between the three. A heavy blanket in the stifling heat. 
“So...a standard cartel asshole,” Faith said.
Andy shook his head. “Not even close. Snatch illegals off the trails north, hold them hostage. Call the families and demand money. If the family hesitates—”
“They kill ’em.” Faith shrugged. “Okay. Not to sound horrible, but that’s fairly standard for this third-world part of America.”
When Andy grinned, his teeth bared, a predatory wolf’s grin. “Not even close, little girl. If the family hesitates...the bajadore will torture the victim...while they’re on the phone with the family. The family loses their mind, sends every fucking peso they can possible get together and wait and hope.”
Faith swallowed. “And?”
“And the victim is already dead, Faith,” Bean said. “Dead before the money even gets to the bajadore. Usually what they hear over the phone is the last few minutes of their loved one’s life.”
“Body tossed in the desert, snacks for whatever comes along.” Andy took a deep breath. “That’s what Zapata was, Judge. The kind of guy who kills slow and painful and a piece at a time. And who kills everyone.”
“Apparently not,” Bean said. “The four of you got out alive.”
Andy opened his mouth but someone else’s voice boomed through the air.
“Told you I’d see you again, motherfucker.”
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Murph let fly with a double blast. The shotgun flame licked the dry desert air toward Bean. Buckshot whizzed past Bean while the shell’s wadding tumbled to a stop at his boots.
“Shit.” Diving for the cover of the car, Bean dropped his .380. He hit the ground in a dusty heap. Good job, tough guy, he thought. Just like a kid in his first fight. Drop the damn gun.
“Murph,” Andy yelled. “What the hell are you doing?”
“Gonna kill me a fairy judge.”
Murph fired again and buckshot tore open the front passenger quarter panel. Faith screamed and yanked the passenger door of the car open. Bean hear the springs squeak as she climbed in.
What the hell, girl, we ain’t going anywhere?
“Andy, get control of that fucking zombie. I’ve done enough killing today.”
“Gonna kill me, asswipe?” Murph was thirty or so yards away from the front end of the car. 
“Murph!” Andy’s voice was lost beneath the shotgun’s bellow. “Get your ass back to the house.”
Bean’s back was to the driver’s side of his car. The hot metal burned through his shirt. Sweat poured off his face. The .380 was ten or twelve feet away and sitting in the open. No way he could reach it without Murph seeing him.
Plus, he finally remembered, it was empty. Hadn’t had a chance to reload the magazine since the fiasco with Sombrero Man.
“Damnit,” he said. 
“I ain’t taking his bullshit,” Murph said, racking the gun, expelling an empty shell.
The sound of his voice moved and Bean assumed he was tracing a wide circle around the car. Bean scooted quietly toward the back end.
“I’m telling you to get outta here,” Andy said.
Silence.
“Murph?” Andy asked.
“Yeah...I guess I ain’t taking any more of your bullshit, either.”
Bean hooked around the back end of the car as Murph came around the front.
“Hah! Gotcha.” Murph laughed and fired. Buckshot scraped along the side of the car, creasing the metal.
“You gotta handful of dick, moron.” Bean looked under the car, saw Murph’s feet pacing him toward the back end. Are you stupid, Bean thought. My gun is right there. You just gotta look down.
But Murph kept moving. Which was fine with Bean. Move both of their asses around the car. Get to the .380. Then get into the glove box for a fresh magazine. Then shoot that son of a bitch in the ankles and in the face when he hits the dirt.
Or...get shot to pieces by a whacko with a shotgun.
So, moving slowly, Bean chose to talk. “Tommy-Blue said it was murder. You hear me, Andy?”
There was moment of surprised silence. 
“Uh...we got other things to think about right now, Judge.”
“If I’m going to be dead soon, I’d like to know.”
“Damn straight, fairy,” Murph said. He laughed and fired again. 
Glass exploded and came down on Bean like sparkling rain. 
“Dead’ner shit,” Murph said. “Maybe I’ll feed what’s left of you to what’s left of my goats.”
“Idiot,” Faith said. “Goats are herbivores.”
The shooting stopped for a moment. “They’re what?”
“They eat plants, you effing moron.”
Murph answered with more shooting. 
“Andy?” Bean called. “What’s the story?”
“Are you cra—”
Murph fired again. But now he was moving fast, faster than Bean could scoot. So Bean shoved himself under the car, banging his head on the undercarriage.
Oh, Jeremiah, honey, that’s bad. You’ve got nowhere to go. He looks under the car and—
I know, Mariana, I know. Gimme a minute to think.
Behind him, at least as well as he could tell, Faith had climbed outta the car and was moving slowly toward the .380. He willed her to move quietly but quickly, to see it and grab it and get it into Bean’s hands. Or Andy’s.
Except where the hell is Andy? Fucker’s voice is coming from everywhere.
“Tommy-Blue’s a junkie, Judge, and he spots for cartels now. Running Mexican meth through the heart of Texas. How’s that for a former Ranger?”
“Is it Zapata’s finger?” Bean asked.
Andy chuckled, a muffled, weak sound. “We’re NVA now? Taking trophies like we’re all in ’Nam? Come on, that ain’t us.”
“Zetas, maybe?” 
“Zetas what? Belongs to them or taken from them?”
“You guys know I’m doing me some killing, right? I mean, you ain’t forgotten I’m here, have you?” To punctuate his question, Murph fired. The trunk popped open.
“Gonna kill me, too, Murph?” Andy asked. “What the hell for?”
Murph hesitated, thought. “Well, I guess ’cause today ends in the letter y.” Murph howled and fired again, toward something the other direction from the car it sounded like.
Toward Andy? Which meant he was probably hiding behind some rocks or mesquite bushes or maybe even dead goats.
“Damnit, Andy, I’m just trying to find out what happened the night my wife was shot. Someone in the World knows about that night and they’ve sent me a piece of it.”
“Nobody lost any fingers that night, Judge. On my honor. I have no idea where that finger came from.”
Murph, still laughing, a cat playing with terrified mice, fired again. Bean didn’t hear what the buckshot hit, if anything. Murph stopped and Bean heard him reloading. Slip...snick...slip...snick...slip...snick. Five times.
Five new shells.
“Tommy-Blue said the place was empty,” Bean said.
“As a whore’s heart,” Andy said. “I knew it was a set up that very second. And Tommy—” Bean heard the derisive snort clearly. “Son of a bitch flew outta that place. Scared to death. Pissing himself probably.”
“And yet you guys made him one of the heroes to the media.”
“I sure as hell didn’t. That was all JD’s story.”
“Will you shut up?” Murph said. “Yabbling about some goddamned fight twenty years ago while you’re getting killed. Nobody gives a good goddamn.”
“Well,” Faith said. “Not quite killed yet.”
“Huh?”
Bean saw Murph’s feet spin around. His attention had been outward, probably focused on Andy. He’d forgotten about Faith.
Faith had gotten to the gun. And obviously had found the extra mag because she fired once, a bright snap in the afternoon air. 
From beneath the car, Bean saw Murph’s legs tighten, then get mushy. Murph fell right there and hit the ground hard. His body kicked up a cloud of dust. When it cleared, the man was staring straight at Bean, most of his left eye socket gone. 
Bean held his breath, stared at Murph for maybe forty-five seconds. Murph never moved.
The air pounded on his ears with its sudden stillness. Somewhere distant, a bird called, maybe a coyote howled. Or maybe it was the surviving goats, mourning the loss of their owner.
“Uh...yeah...you can come out now, boys,” Faith said. “Big, bad boogie man’s all done. He went night-night.”
“Sassy bitch.” But Andy sounded weak.
Swallowing, Bean scooted backward, away from Murph. He hit his head on the undercarriage three or four times, then stood and brushed the dirt from his clothes. 
Faith stood in front of him, small streaks of blood along her face. “Cuts from the glass. I didn’t get shot.”
“But you shot,” Bean said.
“And?”
Bean shrugged. “Surprised me, I guess. The gun was empty.”
“Duh. You emptied it on that guy.” She pointed vaguely toward Sombrero Man. “There was a magazine in the glove compartment.”
“Yeah, there was. But now you’re a killer.”
“Now?”
Bean stared for a moment, then turned away. “Where is Andy?”
“Hiding behind some rocks over there. You guys are both lucky you’re not dead. Murph focused on one, then the other. Back and forth. Couldn’t make up his mind who to shoot first.”
“Yeah...lucky me. Thank you.”
“Now we’ve both saved each other. That make us even?”
After what my driver did to you? Not even close.
Bean went to Andy. Blood spattered the rock and most of his right arm and face. “You dying?”
Wincing, using the rock to steady himself, Andy stood. “Fuck no. Flesh wound. Hurt myself worse banging my pud.”
Bean went to Murph, tore part of the man’s shirt off, and tied it around Andy’s wound. “You’re getting pale.”
“Just a flesh wound.”
“Right,” Bean said. “’Tis just a scratch.”
Andy frowned, wiped the blood from his face. “The hell does that mean?” He pulled his cell and made a call. “It’s me. I need some help. Got a mess to clean up. Yeah. A wet mess. Yeah, your usual rate, no problem.”
After he hung up, Bean said, “So the cantina was empty and Tommy-Blue left. Then what?”
Andy stared at Bean. Blood seeped through the make-shift bandage. “Goddamn dog; get something in your teeth...” Andy’s eyes were lost with what might have been pain, but might also just as easily have been something secret and terrible.
“What happened to my wife?”
“Judge, I—” 
“Who shot her?”
“Not a clue, asshole.”
Bean’s eyes rolled. “Nine thousand cops there and yet not one of them saw how my wife got shot.”
A tight grin slipped over Andy’s face. “Not as many there as you think.”
“Meaning?”
Andy wiped some blood from his face, shook his head, stared into the dead goats, over the hills into the floating dust. “There were three of us, Judge. When Tommy-Blue walked out, there were three of us and Zapata came in with...what? Four of his guys? Five? I don’t remember.”
“Newspapers all said Zapata plus six.”
“Yeah, and they also said innocent civilians and blah blah blah. JD’s story, fed to the animals. Poisoned meat and they stuffed it down their gullets. Fucking idiot reporters.”
“So how’d you get the drop on them?”
Andy laughed. “‘Get the drop on them?’ Like a bad western.”
“This whole thing is like a bad western,” Faith said.
“JD knew what was going to happen, that’s how. He knew. He had us set up hidden but so that we’d hit them with cross fire and then he shot three of them in the head as they walked in the back door. Pop, pop, pop. Evened the odds pretty damned quick. Then everyone started shooting. We killed all of them except Zapata.”
Bean frowned. 
“Yep,” Andy said. “Zapata disappeared, had no idea where he went. He was shooting, then he was gone. I thought he’d gotten hit and was down. But then his soldiers were all dead and we found Zapata behind some tables, head bloody and a cracked bottle of tequila right next to him.”
Faith laughed. “Seriously? Somebody brained him with a bottle of hooch?”
“Not somebody,” Andy said. “JD.”
Andy was a liar and a braggart but this time, Bean believed him. The man’s eyes were open, his words clear. “Why?”
“JD restrained him with zip-ties and then we waited so why do you think?”
“JD sold him,” Faith said. “Sold Zapata.”
Andy nodded. “Give the little girl a gold star.”
“What?” Bean was shocked. JD had been a complete asshole, and his moral compass had been stomped beneath his own ambitious boots long before he became a state trooper and then a Ranger. But selling one bad guy to another bad guy? 
“A van pulled up and we took Zapata outside. Three men got out and each one took a turn punching him in the face and kicking him in the balls. Knocked him out cold, then stuffed him in the van.”
Mariana...was nothing you told me the truth? Was every word of that night a lie?
She didn’t answer and Bean took her silence as answer enough.
“So you guys handed Zapata to...Zetas? Sinaloas? Who?”
Andy held up a finger for each word. “Zetas...Sinaloas...Gulf.”
All three, Bean realized. 
“Just before they closed the door, JD got in.”
Bean’s gut tightened. “What?”
“In. The. Van.” Andy spat. “With that fucking smirk he always wore. Jumped in the passenger seat, waved us off, said everything was cool. Said he was working a long deal with the cartels to keep them from killing tourists.”
A heavy silence rolled through the group. A long deal? With the cartels? How had anyone every believed such crap?
“Like David Hartley,” Bean said.
Andy nodded. “Hartley wasn’t until years later, but yeah, killing tourists was already hot and heavy when we were in the cantina, just without any media coverage. Media was still all about the gangs in Chicago and Compton and the Bronx. Crack wars and CIA importing crack and all the rest of that shit. No one was looking at the border.”
“Who’s David Harley?” Faith asked.
“Texan...shot and killed by cartels a few years ago,” Bean said.
“He and his chick were water skiing or boating or something. Fucking border runs right through the middle of Falcon. The border and at least two drug routes. Hell, probably more than that. Hartley got caught in something, no one’s really sure what. He was killed, she was injured. Bad business to kill tourists. Just brings more cops and more guns and more media.”
“So JD said he was working a deal to keep the cartels from killing tourists.” Bean frowned. “What was he really doing? Trying to ease the cartel wars, maybe?”
“Maybe not a war,” Andy said. “Not like now...but cartels have been killing each other since Cain and Abel.” 
“Come on,” Bean said. “You believed that? It’s so obviously bullshit.”
“Yeah?” Andy fronted up to Bean. “Were you there? Was your hearing gone to hell because of all the shooting? Were you covered in blood from five or six dead soldiers? Were you sitting behind the bar wondering if Texas was going to pay out a death benefit for you? Huh? Were you? No? Then shut the fuck up about what made sense and what didn’t. After your first firefight, you can come talk to me.”
Bean stood tall, let his chest gently bump Andy’s. “We going to talk or fight? I’m up for either.”
After a minute, Andy shook his head and offered a half-hearted grin. “Before he left, JD told us to meet him in Ozona at a pump jack on the south side of town.”
“You guys show up, he shows up, and you decide to lie to the world?”
Andy smiled. “Straight up. That’s how it happened.”
Bean tried to stop the bubbling lava exploding up his throat, burning his teeth and tongue, blasting into the afternoon air toward Andy. He grabbed Andy and slammed him to the ground. He jammed his boot against the bullet hole in Andy’s arm. Andy screamed. “Then who the fuck shot my wife?”
Andy tried to roll away but Bean held him tight. 
“Goddamnit, get off’a me,” Andy said.
Jeremiah! Stop! This isn’t his fault.
“It’s somebody’s, Mariana,” Bean yelled, spittle dancing between his face and Andy’s.
“Judge, you have to stop,” Faith said.
“You freak. You fucking lunatic.” Andy spit in Bean’s face. “Are you talking to her? She’s dead.”
“Not as dead as you’ll be.” Bean hammered a fist into the wound. Blood spattered, warm on Bean’s face. “Tell me who shot her.”
“Judge. Stop it.” Faith put a hand on his shoulder.
Jeremiah! Stop it, it wasn’t his fault. It was mine.
What? Bean’s fist froze, hanging above Andy, dripping the man’s blood. 
Yes, Jeremiah.
What are you talking about?
He wasn’t there when I got shot, baby.
Bean’s eyes flicked to Andy. “You weren’t there...when she got shot?”
“How the fuck did you—” Andy winced. “No, I wasn’t there.”
Faith sat heavily in the dirt. “You are fucking kidding me with this? You weren’t there? Neither was Tommy-Blue. Was anyone? Was Mariana even there?”
Bean jerked Andy to a sitting position. “Tell me.”
“I had a warrant. Guy named Jesse Walters. Wife beater and rapist and God knew what else. I’d been looking for him for months. Had a line on him and I wasn’t going to pass that up. So I drove to Ozona, left Mariana there to wait for JD, blasted out to Big Spring, and snatched up my guy. I dropped him at the Zachary County jail and then beat feet to Barefield.” He blew out a shaky breath. “Fucking media everywhere...Mariana’s in the hospital with a bullet in her...and JD’s peddling that story about us saving civilians and whatall.”
“And you went along,” Bean said.
“Goddamned right, I did. A real bad guy was off the street, we were heroes, what’s not to go along with?”
“It was a lie,” Bean said.
“The specifics maybe, but not the generalities.” Andy sat as tall and proud as he could. “Fuck you, I’ve got no problems with anything I did.”
“That’s the difference between you and Tommy-Blue, I guess.”
“Yeah, he’s a pussy and I’m a man.”
The throaty rumble of a truck motor slipped over the low hills. They all looked toward the highway and could see a thin dust could slowly coming toward them.
“My cleaner,” Andy said. 
In the desert, amongst the mesquite and scrub, Bean could see that night in his head. But seeing it put an icepick of cognitive dissonance deep in his skull. None of it jibed with what the Department of Public Safety spokespeople had said, nor with what the newspapers had blared in forty-four point type.
“And it doesn’t square with what you told me, Mariana,” Bean said quietly.
He stood, wiped his bloody hands on Andy’s shirt, then headed for his car. 
“That thing gonna run?” Faith asked. “It’s pretty shot up.”
“It’s what we have.”
They climbed in and the motor started, though it didn’t sound happy about it.
“Bean,” Andy called. Behind them, the cleaner arrived, his face shocked at what he saw. “Tell her I’m sorry, okay? I shouldn’t have left her. If I’d stayed...”
And wasn’t that what Bean had thought about Tommy-Blue? Wasn’t that what he thought now about both of them? If they’d stayed, maybe she wouldn’t have gotten shot. 
Bullshit. Shot or not, Mariana was her own woman, made her own decisions, and was more than capable of taking care of herself. Which meant Tommy-Blue and Andy staying or going meant nothing.
Bean turned the around, headed toward the highway.
He was wrong...Tommy-Blue and Andy’s leaving the cantina did indeed mean one thing. It meant Mariana was with JD when she got shot.
“JD.” Bean’s voice was a whisper.
On the highway, Bean gave the shot up car some gas.
“So we go see JD next?” Faith asked.
“Gonna be tough. He’s dead.”
She sighed. “Of course, he is.”
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A half hour after Bean and Faith left, Bean’s head buzzed. Like a good tequila drunk, or the aftermath of a Horse ride.
Or getting pistol whipped.
JD had set the entire night up, Bean was certain. Tommy-Blue and Andy both seemed to believe the Quartet had been set up by the snitch and that JD had improvised from there, but Bean knew better. He’d had enough dealings with JD—Jim Dell Perkins—before Perkins got blown away by an enraged husband that Bean knew JD didn’t blink without figuring the advantage and how he could jump that into some cash.
Sure as shit JD had planned the entire night. From the bullshit meeting set up by his informant to which door Zapata would use (which probably meant at least one of Zapata’s soldiers was talking to JD, too, and obviously JD had known that guy’d end up dead...double-crosses within double-crosses). He’d known the van with cartel representatives was coming.
And he’d known he was going with them.
In fact, Bean would lay even odds that getting Zapata in that van and delivering him—in person—to the cartels had been the point of the entire night.
Because, Bean thought, JD needed to see the cartel boys.
And the answer to that would damn well answer why JD had shot Mariana.
Because that’s what happened, isn’t it, Mariana?
The only answer was the high-pitched whine of the wind through the shot-out windshield. 
The miles passed slowly, the best the engine could do. It wasn’t leaking smoke or gas so Bean hoped whatever injuries the machine suffered weren’t fatal. About a half hour after the shooting, they were only twenty-five or so miles down the road. 
Bean’s phone rang and when he answered it, Digger breathed deep and slow, as though he was trying to keep himself composed.
“Something going on at Sip’N’Tan.”
“What?” Bean asked.
“No idea, but I got the scanner up online and…Hang on.” In the background, the sound of scratchy police radio calls was clear. Someone asking for an ETA for crime scene techs. “Yeah, it’s damned busy there. Cops, investigators, the justice of peace. All kinds’a people.”
“Damn.” 
“Problem is I can’t really tell what’s going on. I mean, obviously someone is dead, but no clue who or how or anything.”
Bean thought for a minute, then said, “Give me the number.”
“You gonna call?” Digger snorted a laugh. “Ballsy.”
“Or fucking stupid.”
“Well, you’re just about both just about all the time.”
This time Bean chuckled. “True enough.” 
After hanging up with Digger, Bean immediately called Tommy-Blue’s place.
“Sip’N’Tan, who’s this?”
Bean hesitated. He knew that tone and its deadly serious texture.
“Hello? Who is this?”
Bean had heard that tone when he was on the bench, when cops brought in their bad guys, laid out their probable cause for the arrest. Later, Bean heard it from the cops who had investigated and then wanted to arrest him. Later still, he’d heard that tone, loaded with disgust and contempt, from his fellow judges.
Those fucking judges, awash in their own sins and the moist stink of their mistresses, of their gambling addictions, of whores and altar boys, who sneered at him and shoved him out the back door of his profession. Hypocritical bastards who’d demanded an audience, late at night, in darkened cars parked two miles outside of town in the moonshadow of abandoned drilling rigs.
Bean cleared his throat and said, “This is Gene Smith. Are you the owner, sir? I represent a brand new company, one with all your tanning needs covered in a line of products so cutting edge that you customers will never again...darken...the door step of another tanning parlor.”
Faith stared at him.
Behind the silence on the other end, Bean heard a pile of voices, all with the same serious tone. “Tell him,” one of them said. “Find out who the hell he is.”
“This is Sergeant Johnson, Upton County Sheriff’s Office, and I don’t think the owner’s going to need any of your products.” A hesitation. “He’s dead.”
“That’s terrible,” Bean said. “I presume natural causes, as he had a few years on him.”
“Well,” the cop said. “As natural as a bullet between the eyes can be, I guess.”
Bean hung up and threw the phone into the desert.
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“Who...who are...?” 
Didn’t say it easy. Or smooth. Guy was pale, weak, his right arm covered in a tattoo sleeve of blood that dripped from his fingertips to the hard-packed dirt. Near him was another man, this one dead. A broken nose and a big goddamned hole in the middle of his neck. 
Not to mention the dead guy by the overturned truck, surrounded by dead goats, wounded goats, and bored goats munching away at the scrub.
“The fuck happened here?”
The man took a deep, shuddering breath. “Bad day all the way around.”
“You think? What’s the story with the goats?”
“None of your business.”
“Probably true but because I am of God’s loins, everything is my business.”
The man, maybe going into shock from the hunk of meat shot out of his arm, frowned. 
“Funny...a goat stuck in the grill of a Ram.”
“Probably not to the goat,” the man said.
The remaining goats wandered through the scene casually, as though death meant nothing to them.
“To me, either,” the shooter said.
“Wha...?”
“Who did this?”
The man sat in the dirt, leaning against a bloody rock, his head lolling side to side. His breath was short, shallow. Without help, he would be dead soon. “I’ve got a...man coming.”
“No, you don’t.”
“Yes, I do.”
The shooter licked the gun barrel. “What I mean is...your man is dead. Near the highway. At this very moment, no one else but us exists in the entire World.”
The man sighed. “Couldn’t end any other way, could it?”
The shooter touched a hand to his cheek. “I can save you, Andy.”
“The fuck you know who I am?”
“I know many things. I have the wisdom of the ages within my grasp.”
“Yeah? Well...eat my shorts, I don’t need saving.”
“I can be your savior. Ask me.”
“Again, I invite you to...” a ragged cough...“dine on my underpants.”
A gun—such a simple machine of lead, metal, some plastic—became a gentle lover’s touch and caressed Andy’s neck. “I ask only one thing. I want the Ranger.”
Andy looked away. “Ranger?”
The shooter laughed. “Were you this bad a liar when you were badging? I know the Ranger was here...I can smell him. I’ve been following for a while, many a long while over many a long mile.”
Andy stared at the shooter. “You sent the finger.”
“So he has been here.”
“A Texas Ranger? No.”
“Who did all this, then?” The shooter pointed at the dead man, the truck, the goats. “The Ranger was here and he was emotionally stirred up. Look at the carnage...it’s an illustration of his madness. Mr. Ranger has been on the edge since Barefield.”
“Goddamnit, are you fucking deaf? There was no Ranger here.”
The hammer cocked. “Would you blaspheme so easily?”
Andy spat. “Blasphemy is all I got left. Neither of them were Rangers. Wanna tell me why you after the Judge?”
Judge...Texas Ranger...the man obviously felt comfortable moving between lives; playing with lives, ending lives, throwing lives in the garbage.
At least mine.
“Them?”
Andy grinned. “Guess you don’t know everything, do you? Maybe you should talk to God and have Him impart some wisdom to you.”
The shooter fired and obliterated Andy’s kneecap. Andy screamed and fell sideways, groping at the bloody mess. The shooter sniffed the smoke leaking from the gun.
“What the fuck?” Andy rolled back and forth, his knee up to his chest. “Fucking lunatic. Ooooh, Christ, that hurts.” He glanced at the vultures and his eyes rolled up into his head. 
The shooter gave him a few light slaps. “No, no. Can’t pass out just yet. Secrets to spill and miles to go.” A moment of silence while his eyes refocused. “They? He was traveling with someone?”
Andy spat again.
The shooter jammed the barrel of the gun against Tommy’s shattered knee and ground it until Tommy’s ragged scream faded.
“Traveling with someone?”
“Yeah, goddamnit, a girl. A little girl.”
Bean had found a companion? Or had she been with him since the beginning? The black man in Barefield, at the garage, hadn’t mentioned a young girl. Nor the tan man selling coffee to no one.
So the girl was...a runaway? Or had Bean snatched her?
Or...more delicious and maddening...was she a daughter perhaps?
“His?” the shooter asked. “Or mine?”
“What?” Andy asked.
“What’s her name?”
“You mutilate me, then ask me for information? Fuck you.”
In a heartbeat, his other knee was gone. Bone and cartilage exploded into the air, carried on a red mist. His howl spiraled up toward the vultures. They continued watching and circling. 
“Are you insane? Oh, my God, it huuuuurts.” 
“It’ll hurt more, my friend, much much more. Where is Judge Royy Bean and his new daughter?”
Andy rolled away, his hands covered in blood and dirt, his legs from the knees down at crazy angles. Tears burned his cheeks even as he moaned. “Oh, God. Fuck you...Faith ain’t his daughter.”
“No?”
“No. Damnit, his daughter’s dead. He rescued Faith. He’s getting her back to her parents.”
The shooter rolled Andy back until they were face to face. “Faith is a goodly name...a Godly name. Pure of spirit, innocent of mankind’s crimes.”
“Help,” Andy yelled. “Heeelp meeee. Please! Pleeeeaseee!”
“Gonna hurt your throat. Ain’t nobody out here. That’s why you moved out here, right?”
“Help!”
“Getting away from everyone who...knew?”
Andy clamped his mouth shut.
“Coward,” whispered in Andy’s ear. “Are they headed to Langtry, coward?”
On his back, Andy closed his eyes. “Shit on you.”
The gun came up, but didn’t quite caress this bloody man the way it had so many others—men and women—recently.
“Ask me.”
“Suck my dick, you piece of shit.”
The silence stretched between them. 
Eventually, the shooter said, with a trace of sadness, “A coward until the very end. Not even brave enough to ask for it. That’s fine, Gracie. We’ll make it last awhile.” 
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Tossing his phone forced Bean to stop at a roadside gas station just off Route 349. He jumped from the car, snatched some quarters for bills from the kid behind the counter, and plugged them into what might well have been the last pay phone in Texas.
“Tommy-Blue’s dead,” Bean said when Digger answered.
Night hadn’t yet gathered, but the day was slipping away. It would be in a grave by the time they hit Langtry West. The Judge stared at Faith, sitting in the car, her head bowed. As he watched, she mouthed something and crossed herself. 
“You can’t be serious...”
“Judge?” Digger said. 
Don’t you dare judge her, Jeremiah. She’s rough, maybe rougher than you’d like, but she’s a girl of faith. You judge her, you make one comment, I will beat your ass.
Bean chuckled. “Realizing that you’ll have to wait until you see me again, right?”
Jeremiah, I’ve got nothing but time.
“Yeah? Then explain to me what happened that night.” He kept his voice level. “Tell me why you lied. To me.”
Silence. In his head if not the World around him.
“Mariana?”
She was gone, as he’d known she would be.
“Judge,” Digger said. “I’d never interrupt a conversation with Mariana, you know that, but I need you to focus.”
Mariana had always been a woman of faith who’d managed to tolerate his bored apathy. When she’d asked that Angela be raised as a woman of faith, Bean hadn’t fought it at all. That he didn’t care one way or the other was what had bothered Mariana the most. Even today, Bean thought his wife would have felt better even if Bean had demanded an atheist point of view, just as long as it was something he cared about. Her faith meant much to her and it bothered her that he just didn’t care. 
“You sure about Tommy-Blue?” Digger asked.
“Yeah. Shot.”
“By?”
“They didn’t lay out their entire fucking investigation, Digger. I hung up and tossed the damned phone out the window.”
“And so you’re calling from?”
“Some fucking stop-and-rob in the middle of nowhere. What’s it matter?”
The tension rose, a river flowing between them and filling the desert with poisonous water. They’d known each other since before the troubles, since before Mariana’s death, and other than Mariana, Bean had never had a friend who meant as much as Digger. Digger was all things to Bean: confidant, best friend, business associate, muscle, all things needed. 
When Bean had been quietly removed from the bench, Digger had come with him. Digger’s hands had been fairly bloody during that entire affair and there had been a moment, the better part of a day, when Digger had an offer on the table.
“Full immunity?” Bean had asked. They’d been at Johnny’s, indoors because of a cold rain. 
“Yeah.”
“That’s a good deal, buddy. You got a son who needs you. You should take it.”
“Timmy’s fine,” Digger said. “He’s a good boy. I’ve done all she’s going to let me do with him.” Digger had stared at him. “Do you remember?”
Crunching ice, Bean had nodded. “The first time we met? Sure as hell do. In my courtroom three years ago.”
“I should’a gone to prison.”
“It was a probational offense. Prison wasn’t required.”
Digger wiped his lips. “With my record? You should’a sent me packing.”
“And prison would have been good for who? You? Timmy?”
“Still...you had no reason to give me a break.”
Bean remembering smiling at Digger and telling him the secret. “I wasn’t giving you a break at all...I was giving one to Timmy.”
No child should grow up without their parents. Bean had believed it then, believed it now, and still felt miles of guilt over his own daughter, given away when she was five and dead in a fire by the time she was fourteen. He suspected that even if he found both wife and daughter in the afterlife and all had been forgotten and forgiven, his guilt would still eat him from the inside.
Digger’s full immunity had had only one stipulation: cough up Bean.
What blew Bean away, even today, was that Digger had never considered it, and when Bean had slipped away from Barefield during a sandstorm, Digger had slipped with him.
Through the phone, the buzz of a broken-down land line, Bean heard Digger take a deep breath.
“Tommy-Blue’s not the only one,” Digger said.
Bean rubbed his temple. “Jesus God. Now what?”
“Andy’s place. There’s a dead guy by the highway and a guy by a truck.”
“Yeah, yeah, I figured that. Sombrero Man and Andy’s hired gun. And a shitload of goats.” 
Traffic passed on Route 349, cars and trucks, sometimes a motorcycle. The sound was a constant thrum that picked at Bean’s ears. People appeared out of the featureless highway, road-worn and haggard, took their pisses, bought more soda and chocolate, maybe a slice of warmed-over pizza, and disappeared again into the anonymity of the highway.
“I killed Sombrero, Faith killed a guy called Murphy. The goats...well, they just...ended up dead.”
“And Andy,” Digger said.
Bean sighed. “Yeah, yeah.” 
Andy had been bleeding worse than what he’d wanted to admit. Didn’t surprise the Judge at all that he’d died. Bean wasn’t sure how he felt about it, or about Tommy-Blue being dead, either. At one time, when Mariana was partnered with those guys, he’d thought them generally decent. They’d done all right by Bean when Mariana had died, but when Bean started having problems, they’d disappeared quickly. 
“You don’t sound any too worried about Andy being dead.”
“He was bleeding when we were there. His guy shot him...Murph. Said it wasn’t a big deal but...Obviously it was.” 
“Hang on,” Digger said. “You’re saying he bled to death?”
Hesitation worked through Bean. “Aren’t you?”
“Well, sure, if two shots to the front of the head constitute bleeding to death.”
“What?” Bean bellowed into the phone. The clerk looked up, suspicious, then went back to his magazines. “He was shot in the arm.”
“Judge, he was shot in the head.”
Bean opened his mouth but snapped it shut again. That sounded like total crap, but Digger’s sources were almost always exactly correct, and when they were wrong, they were wrong in the same ballpark as correct. “Swear to shit, Digger, Andy was shot in the arm.”
Could he hear Digger grinding his teeth? “Judge, you’re missing the point.”
“Don’t lecture me, boy.”
“Then pull your head outta your fucking ass.” Digger’s voice boomed through the phone. “Echo is dead. Tommy-Blue is dead. Andy is dead.”
Bean saw it instantly. Everyone he talked to, everywhere he traveled. “Someone’s following me.”
“Yeah.” Digger sighed. “Is there something I should know? Something you’ve got going on that you didn’t want to tell me?”
Like what? That I talk to a dead woman who dances with me in my dreams? Who wore a mustache and told me to get a girl back to her mother? That this same dead woman told me someone was coming for me and I thought her ‘someone’ was a metaphor for the madness I’ve been waiting for my entire life? Except it turns out it’s flesh and blood, coming down the pike barely minutes behind me and killing everyone I deal with and I’m coming straight to you so what do you think our chances are?
“Judge?”
“None of us were by the highway.”
“What?”
“We were a good two miles deep off 349.”
“Don’t know what to say about that, Judge. Guy by the highway, guy by the truck, and Andy.”
“We’re coming home.” Bean said it simply. No discussion, no argument. “Get me some gun thugs. I don’t know who this guy is or what he wants but he’s leaving a fuckload of blood behind him.”
Or maybe I’ll just wait here for him. Maybe I don’t care about what happened that night or who shot Mariana. Maybe I don’t care if I never find her badge. 
I just want to be with my wife.
And I want you with me, Jeremiah, but you have things to do first. Baby, you need to get the girl home to her mother. That’s the most important thing. Do you hear me, Jeremiah? You have to get her home.
“Can’t do it if I’m dead.”
Then don’t die.
“Are you giving me permission to kill, Mariana?”
Sweat ticked down his face, dripped from his chin to the thirsty dirt. Vehicles came and went. The sun dipped a few degrees lower.
“Judge?” 
“Wait, Digger. Mariana, are you giving me permission? I can wait forever if I have to.”
Get the girl home. If you have to kill to do that...then do that.
“And then come home to you?”
Then come home to me.
“Digger, this asshole isn’t that far behind. Maybe even already passed us since we stopped. Get some boys together; boys who owe us serious favors and who aren’t afraid of getting wet.” Bean glanced again at the clerk. A youngish man, obviously bored. Thumbing through skin mags. Every few seconds, his eyes would pop up at Bean, then back down to the tits and asses. 
Bean’s breath was full of the dry sting of the desert, of dirt and heat, of early night. “We’re a couple hours out. Watch your ass. Don’t get killed before I get there.”
Digger laughed but it was strained and it put ice water into Bean’s balls. “Do what I can, Judge. Don’t get killed before you get here.”
“Do what I can.”
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The World was in his car’s rearview mirror.
In the breath and heartbeat of whoever was following him. In the man’s gaze and how he might walk, in the way he pulled the trigger remorselessly. In the way he cut down anyone Bean spoke to.
“A fucking scythe is what he is.”
“Who?” Faith asked.
“Somebody’s following us.” He banged his hand against the wheel. “I should’a never stopped. Damnit.”
He glanced again in the mirror. The Entire. Fucking. World.
Bean shook his head. No. First of all, it wasn’t the entire world. Second, even if it was, it was a damned good bet the entire world had already passed him by. What does the World look like? Is it driving a car or truck? Blue or white? Chevy or Ford? Or some fucking environmental, electric-hybrid bullshit car?
He bit his lip to cut off the laugh. No way a killer was driving a hybrid. 
The problem was that the World had become an unscratchable itch. The more Bean tried not to look in his rear view mirror or stare at passing cars, the more he had to. The more he ignored the itch, the worse it got.
It’s like your itch for the needle, Jeremiah.
Exactly like my itch for the needle.
So Bean tried to sate that itch by shoving his nose deep into the desert’s browns and burned tans, its sandstones and olive greens; each color passed in a rhythm broken only by dirty white rock and the yellow road stripes. But every one of those yellow stripes, dirty and broken as they were, refocused Bean on the road, which brought back the itch and forced him to look in the mirror again. 
To see what? Random cars, trucks behind him only by chance and accident? Maybe that driver had a mustache, maybe he didn’t. Maybe that other man eyed Bean and Faith intently as he drove by, maybe he didn’t. 
“Faith...is that guy...”
“Is he what?”
It sounded so stupid. “Is he watching us?”
Faith looked at Bean, then at the truck passing. “He’s texting. Ain’t paying us no mind.”
Bean glanced in the mirror. “What about him?”
Faith looked, then eyed Bean. “Him who?”
“Behind us, damnit. Is that a car...an SUV? I can’t see it very well.”
“’Cause it doesn’t exist.” Faith glared at him. “Dude, you’re freaking me out. There ain’t nobody behind us.”
Grinding his teeth, he looked again. The road was empty. So now I imagine killers everywhere. That was hardly a surprise. That was how the madness had taken his grandmother and his father. It had put non-existent pictures in front of their eyes. It had tortured his father with things imagined, people long dead or never born, filled his ears with words never uttered and even unwritten songs. Eventually, convinced his own blood poisoned him by letting the madness swim to every part of his body, the man had taken a hunting knife to his own throat.
“Got to bleed it out,” he’d said when Bean had stumbled into the shed. “It’s the blood that kills. Exit the blood and save the soul.”
Just like Gramma knew before she killed herself.
His father had become a cutter and twenty-four-year-old Bean hadn’t said a word. His father’s death was inevitable and both silently counted the days; as Bean’s father had quietly counted down the days with his own grandfather. Bean’s grandfather hadn’t made any grand pronouncements. He had simply blown the top of his head off with a shotgun.
And thus had Bean always counted down his own days.
“How long?” Faith asked.
“Maybe thirty minutes. And just so you know, my guy’s already working to get you home.”
“I mean...how long as she been gone. Mariana.”
His knuckles bled white on the steering wheel. “Twenty-one years.”
“Long time.”
“Yeah. Long and slow.”
“My Grandmother used to say time sped up as she got older.”
“Not for me.”
“Not for me, either, at least since I’ve been away from my family.” Her voice hitched and she wiped her face, almost angrily. “Slower and slower until I get back home.”
He understood. Because right now Bean was as homeless as she was. Emotionally. Barefield was home, but not since he’d fled south on Route 349. Langtry West? Sure, his house was there, but it wasn’t home no matter how many years he put in. 
The truth was that nowhere was home. 
Not since Mariana died.
Back when he’d been pushing the plunger, mixing his lunatic blood with heroin, he was as home as he was ever going to get. When he’d handed sweaty dollars to dealers in Barefield’s back alleys and shooting galleries, he understood what he was doing. There was no bullshit fed by a guilty heart about how heroin was the only way he could deal with the shit his life had become. He was a fucking lawyer, for God’s sake. He was a University of Texas Law School graduate, editor of the Texas Law Review. He was not a fucking idiot, he was not a two-bit junkie breaking into people’s homes and cars or rolling them on the street for whatever change they carried in their pocket.
He was a judge.
And he was a user.
He understood that.
And he didn’t give a shit.
Using eased the ugly memories and let him revel in what home had once been. It erased the nastiness that stood between him and home. It hid investigations and campaign cash, shadowed needles and nuns, forgot disputes between idiots.
Another glance at the mirror. 
And he almost shit a brick.
A car. The World was back, banging at his door along this lonely stretch of State Route 349. Black and shiny, a politician’s car. Moving fast, kicking up dust. Bearing down on them.
Bean floored the gas and his car took a deep breath before jumping forward. 
“What are you doing?” Faith’s voice shot up a notch or three.
“Company.”
She looked and her silence told him it wasn’t imaginary. Not this time.
It was a couple miles back, though it darted in and out of view every time they went around a bend. Every time, Bean hoped the thing might disappear for good.
It never did.
Okay, then, Bean thought. So here we go. Mr. Mustache is here. He knows this car is me, has a game plan all ready to go.
And I got a handful of dick.
“You obviously found the bullets in the glovebox.” He gave her the .380. “There are three mags total. Make damn sure they’re loaded. And one in the pipe. Otherwise...we’re fucked.”
She didn’t hesitate, her fingers veteran at loading. “Fucked? This guy another friend of yours?” Bullets stacked, pressed into the magazine, slide racked and mag popped out to refill that one missing bullet. She’d been down this road before.
The car eased its way up behind Bean. He had trouble seeing the driver because of the late afternoon sun banging off the windshield. More juice and Bean put a little space between them and the car behind. 
“Damnit, Judge, who is this guy?”
“He’s just a little problem.”
“Your life is full of little problems, ain’t it?”
“You have no idea.”
“Starting to.”
Bean put the car in the left lane and slowed a little. “When he passes us...kill him.”
Faith’s eyes bugged. “What?”
“Put a bullet in his brain.”
“Are you insane?”
Bean laughed. He hated the hysterical taste of that laughter, metallic and bitter, angry.
“I ain’t killing that guy. Why you want me to do that?”
“Because he was in my dream. He’s the man with the mustache, the one who killed everybody.” He raised a finger for each name he ticked off. “Echo...Tommy-Blue...Andy.”
Her face went white. “What? We were just there. How’s he dead?”
“Because this guy is killing everyone and he’ll kill us, too.” His grip tightened on the wheel. Somewhere, deep in his guts, a white hot blade cut at him. Pain rocketed up through his entire body, exploded in his head. “Just fucking shoot him, okay?”
“’Cause you saw him in your dreams?”
“Didn’t see him, damnit, Mariana did. She told me about him.”
“Uh...yeah, I’ll pass on that bit of bullshit.” 
Bean grabbed the gun from her as the car drew alongside. “Then I’ll fucking do it.” But his hands were sweaty and the gun slipped. It hit the floorboard beneath his feet. 
“Damnit.” He tried to drag it closer to him and managed to shove it under the seat. His car meandered back into the right lane. “Shit.”
“Man, watch the road before you crash us dead.”
The killer’s car inched up behind them, moved gently to the left lane to pass them. The gun was somewhere beyond Bean’s fingers, caught on something under the seat. 
Go go go...get this guy...NOW. 
He stretched further, tried to will the gun to come to him. The front end of the guy’s car passed Bean, then the middle...door to door...and still the gun toyed with Bean.
“Damnit. Get the gun.” He barked at her. She startled and shrank back. “He’s gonna kill us.”
“No, he ain’t. He’s just a guy.”
“He’s killing everyone.”
“Judge, he ain’t got nothing to do with—”
Bean howled and jerked his wheel left. Their car shot into the next lane, smacked the killer’s black ride, front end to back end. The man jumped, yanked his wheel left to get away, and laid on the horn. The sound peeled back the afternoon air.
“Then I’ll just run your ass over.” Bean hammered the gas. His car shot forward, pushed the guy’s car around until it was flying down the road nearly broadside.
“Judge, stop it.” 
Bean kept pushing the man’s car, spinning it around until the killer was facing the opposite direction on 349. “Now you’re fucking leaving Langtry, right? Not coming, but going.”
Bean’s car shot out on the far side of the road, the back end spun into and violently out of the ditch. Bean whipped the wheel and headed his car back toward the killer’s. He’d slam into him, hopefully send his ass through the front windshield and kill him dead as those damned goats.
“Are you fucking crazy?” Faith grabbed the dash. “You’re going to kill us.”
But he wasn’t, couldn’t she see that? Couldn’t she understand he was saving them? Dead didn’t have to be a bullet.
Bean floored the accelerator. The tires came out of the shoulder sand, caught, and the car shot straight for the black car. The man—the killer—stared at Bean, his mouth open and screaming and Bean so wanted to hear it. 
Before metal bit metal, the killer yanked his wheel and his car flew onto and through the shoulder to the desert beyond. The car bounced over mesquite and cactus, missed one scraggy pile of rocks, and then hit another head first.
The collision snapped the car sideways, the back end up a good three feet off the ground. As it lurched sideways, the force of the collision began to twist the car over.
“Shit, he’s rollin’,” Faith said.
“Good riddance,” Bean said, his skin hot, his heart a twenty-five-pound sledgehammer breaking his ribs. “Fuck you, bastard. You won’t kill me. I’ll kill me. You understand that, you piece of shit?”
He laughed as the man’s car continued to roll, almost in slow motion, as though God wanted Bean to see it clearly, to see every dimple of metal, every tear of rubber and snap of plastic. It crashed hard to the ground, crumpling the driver’s side. Onto the top, then over onto the passenger side and onto its tires. Dust hung like a suffocating cloud, obscuring the mess.
A laugh clawed out of his throat, razored nails digging into him. “Fuck you, motherfucker. I got you this time, didn’t I?”
Bean jerked the car around until he faced Langtry and then hammered the gas. He kept his eyes on the road, there was nothing in his rearview mirror anymore; the World was dead.
Faith looked at him as the yellow stripes started escorting them once again. “He never got out. I didn’t see him get out.”
“I don’t care. He was trying to kill us...me.”
 
 
 



 
26
 
Twenty-two miles down the line, she took a breath, opened her mouth, hesitated, then snapped it shut. Her teeth clicked audibly.
“What?” Bean said.
She hesitated. “You guys had a daughter?”
The air in the car was heavy and expectant, and reminded him of a pregnant Mariana.
“Angela. A beautiful, healthy little girl. Pudgy.” He chuckled. “A giant mess of red hair. Like her head was on fire, but it went black pretty quick. Her mother had black hair. Black hair and brown eyes. Dark skin. She was a Mex.”
Faith’s eyes cut sharply to Bean. “Racist much?”
“What?”
“‘A Mex?’”
Bean laughed, heard Mariana laughing with him. “Racist is greaser. Or beaner. Or ’back. No, Mariana was actually from Mexico. A Mexican national. Naturalized, married, and pregnant.”
Red crept across Faith’s face. “Whatever.”
“They were both beautiful. Like mother like daughter, I guess.”
“How’d your wife die?”
Bean said nothing for nearly a mile, sorting the answer out in his head. There were so many reasons he wasn’t sure which one to give voice.
“Bled to death.” He put as much finality in his voice as he could.
“You still love her?”
“Fuck yeah, I do.”
Faith shook her head. “Ain’t what I meant. You ever rehitch?”
“No.”
“Why?”
Because madness is my business and I didn’t want to burden any new family—or new child—with the knowledge they’d ultimately lose their minds. Because I fucked up my first attempt at family and even if I could have gotten over Mariana, I was terrified to ever try again. But mostly? Because I am the most selfish person I’ve ever known and there’s no fucking way I could be a good husband or father.
“Family is everything,” she said. “Especially when it’s gone.”
“Mariana would have liked you. She was a woman of faith, too.”
Faith eyed him. 
“What?” he said.
“You’re not.”
“A woman of faith? No.” 
“Funny. Can kill people and has a sense of humor. A winning combination.” She stuck her tongue out at him and in a blast of vertigo and nostalgia trimmed with bitterness, Bean saw Mariana. Baring her tongue was her prime choice for putting him in his place.
But if she did it when he was close enough, Bean would grab Mariana suddenly and suck her tongue deep into his own mouth, caressing it with his own tongue and lips. It never failed to make her eyelids flutter and her breath to catch. More than once, doing that would become prelude to a serious couple of hours together, deeply inside each other and each other’s psyche, turning the other’s soul inside out and molding their own body and soul into it.
Why do you think I let you do that to me, Jeremiah?
I always knew, baby, I always knew.
You did not but I’ll let you have that one.
Her laugh trailed off in the gathering dusk.
“I am not a man of faith,” he said. “I don’t believe in faith or belief. I didn’t lose those things in some melodramatic way...at the precipice of my own humanity or anything like that. I think...” He paused, having so rarely put it into words that he wasn’t sure which words actually fit the subject. “I think I just never had it.”
Faith nodded and stared out the far side of the car. Behind her, the desert, rocks and mesquite, the occasional silver road sign posts, blurred like an amateur’s photo. “Maybe someday you’ll find it.”
Bean chuckled. “Mariana certainly hopes so. She doesn’t think it’s too late.”
“She’s right. It’s never too late. How old is your daughter?”
Bean said nothing for many miles, unable to shake an imagined image of Angela. Like a computer program that aged her, replaced baby fat with a teenager’s tautness, then replaced that with the bright call of a woman entering the world. What then? The glow of a graduate and then valued employee? Then of a wife and mother?
“Twenty-one,” he said.
Faith’s head cocked, chewing on the information. “Mariana bled to death?”
Bean chewed his lip. “Yes.”
“Twenty-one years ago?”
“Yes.”
Faith fell silent. The truth floated around them, as thick and stifling as amniotic fluid. “During childbirth.”
“Yes.”
Faith reached out, almost touched his arm. “Sorry. I shoudn’t’a said dick.” She shook her head. “But at least you still have family.”
He bit his tongue and warm blood flooded his mouth. He swallowed it, just as he always had when the needle had torn his skin too much and blood trickled down his arm and he sucked it clean. “No.”
“What?”
“I have no daughter.”
Faith shook her head. “I don’t—”
“She’s dead.”
Silence, as terrible as the night Mariana died, as thick as the blood that had poured out of her and covered the OB/GYN floor, as piercing as he’d been told Angela’s very first cry had been, fell over them. Faith stared at him, then looked at the front windshield. Then back at him, then out the side window, then back at him, unable to see him for too long. 
Same here, he thought. Hated seeing himself in the mirror. Hated looking at the man who’d killed his family.
“I ain’t—” She swallowed loudly. “I ain’t got the words.”
“Thank you.”
“Can I ask...how?”
Bean sped the car up, let the machine eat the yellow lines faster, let the amateur’s photo blur even more behind her and to his left side. “Not much further. Half hour, maybe.”
She didn’t prompt him again, didn’t prod him.
Eventually, he said, “I killed her.”
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Finally, Langtry West.
Not a city, not even a village. A speck, buffeted by the superheated desert breeze, beaten by tumble weeds, choked by sandstorms as thick as chocolate milkshakes.
It was a compound in a remote section of the unincorporated part of the county, owned by the Mariana Bean Estate. Three houses, Digger’s bar, a few outbuildings that might have been useful if the compound had been a ranch or had drilling rigs on it. It was a lonely outpost in a lonely county and that was just fine with Bean. The fewer visitors the better, the less obvious the compound the better, the more anonymous the better.
Miles and miles away—down the busy ribbon of U.S. 90—were county offices and county cops and first responder volunteers in old ambulances, but rarely did they make an appearance in Langtry West and any day they didn’t show up was a damned good day as far as Bean was concerned.
Bean and Digger took care of their own problems, and when they couldn’t? Silver across the palms of those who wore brass and all was fine in the World.
There was a smell to Langtry West, a smell and a sound, that were both comforting and soothing and that Bean had found nowhere else since Mariana died. The air was dry and dusty, with tinges of gamey cattle or oil rig flares but always there was a hint of the perfume Mariana wore on their wedding night. The sound was a low rumble, a throaty growl that didn’t come from road traffic or air traffic or anything mechanical. The nearest farm-to-market road was nearly three miles away and the nearest state route another five or six miles beyond that. There was no traffic to speak of and no commercial airport within fifty miles. Yet Langtry always hummed, always had a white noise that sat comfortably in Bean’s ears.
The ghosts, he thought. The memories and thoughts and hearts of everyone whose feet have touched this ground; criminal or victim, husband or wife or child, loved or hated. 
It was the sound of their misery, banging away in Bean’s ears until it somehow became a balm to him.
The sun had already begun slipping beneath the horizon, like a drunk slipping his way to the ground, the wall propping him up and stretching the journey out, and it cast the entire place in a saturated red. It was a color almost too red, as though painted by a young artist who hadn’t yet learned restraint. If it were lighter, somehow bright in hue, it would have reminded Bean of Angela’s first shock of hair. To the east, opposite of the towering rock that made up the distant spires of America’s Big Bend National Park and Mexico’s Parque Nacional Maderas del Carmen, Bean saw the first scattered stars of the evening. They’d be brilliantly lit when they finally set atop both countries’ national parks and danced against the dark sky and craggy rock.
For now they were dull and dingy.
Bean shut the car off. The sudden silence unnerved him. 
This was the parking lot of Digger’s bar. The bar, about fifty yards away from the three houses, was an old, beat-up building. It had a forgotten, or maybe never known, history and it had been the only decent building on the property when Mariana’s estate bought it. Digger had cleaned it up, though that meant nothing more than turning from an old, beat-up building into an old, beat-up saloon. There were few permanent items in the place, few permanent drinks ’cause damned if Digger didn’t snatch his booze off’a the backs of trucks and so never really knew what liquor he might have in stock, no permanent employees except him and a sometime bartender whose right leg was shorter than his left and whose left eye was a sightless mess as a reminder that sometimes there are people who can get the better of even a six-foot-eight-inch behemoth. There weren’t any fancy, neon beer signs, but there were scores of random words and sentences scrawled all over the walls; words and phrases that occurred to Digger and that he then committed to masonry. The tables and chairs matched nothing and were whatever Digger found in dumps or at garage sales and traded a few drinks for. 
There was, however, a showpiece. Amongst the rubble of stolen this and lifted that, amidst the detritus of whatever decorating scheme caught Digger’s fancy at whatever time, there was a mirror; a giant, grand thing that was completely out of place in this stretch of empty south Texas desert. It was better than twenty feet long and stood five feet tall. Built in two pieces, it towered over the bar and made the place feel enormous. Digger had found it at a hot pillow joint in New Orleans. In the Easy’s post-Katrina chaos, the madam who ran the whore house disappeared. Maybe killed, but maybe also a few steps ahead of those to whom she owed heavy. Or maybe the nightmare that was life in the days and weeks after the hurricane simply gave her a chance to get out and try something new via reinvention.
Either way, Digger bought the mirror cheap from a man who’d called himself the “agent” of the owner. Notta lotta questions so no troubles shipping it home and installing both sections himself.
“Where are we?” Faith stared at the bar. 
“A bar.”
“Let’s hear it, ladies and germs, for the cleverest Judge in the land. Funny, witty, an amazing grasp of the obvious and kills people. He’ll be at HaHa’s all week...don’t forget to tip your waitress.”
Bean stared at her. “My place of business.”
“Thought you were a judge.”
“And?”
“Don’t look like any courthouse I’ve ever been in.” She shook her head. “Then again, you ain’t like no judge I’ve ever been in front of.”
“You’ve been in front of a few, have you?”
“More than you.”
Bean grunted. “Don’t bet on it.”
“So you’re a judge...who works out of a bar...who kills people—”
“When I have to.”
“And helps wayward girls get home.”
“Wayward? Hardly. You’re a victim.”
She tensed, her air suddenly electric. “No, I ain’t.”
“Of course, you are. Bassi snatched you or bought you or whatever, and—”
“I’m a victim? Fuck that bullshit. I’m a victim then that motherfucker wins.” She glared at Bean and thumped her chest. “He ain’t getting over on me. Ain’t a victim for nobody.”
Bean looked away, embarrassed by the intensity of both her gaze and words. 
“You a victim?” she asked.
“Always have been.” Bean constantly saw himself as the victim. Of bad blood, of history, of tides and currents outside himself, but mostly of his own bad decisions. “No, probably not.” He rubbed his lips. “Maybe. Only of myself.”
“Yeah...well...I never seen anybody run as hard as you do.”
“Since I was fourteen.” 
Out of the car, they leaned on the hood.
“Stopped for a while when Mariana was alive. But...I’m tired, Faith.” He blushed. “Sorry, that’s not your name.”
“Why is there so much violence in your life?”
Bean stared at the bar’s doorway. It was double wide, hung with swinging doors. There were regular doors, too, heavy and solid metal just in case the place needed to be locked down, but Digger preferred the old west look. Inside, Bean saw Digger, the bartender, a drinker or two, a game of poker. Everything moved slow and certain in the dim light.
Was that how the cantina had looked? Quiet and mostly empty and not at all a threat? And what about when the bullets had started flying? What had it looked like then?
And did Tommy-Blue, when he slipped out the back, look anything like Digger coming out the front now?
“Because madness runs in my family. It gets to all of us eventually. Usually the men, but sometimes the women, too. I run because Mariana is dead and…” He shrugged. “I know what’s coming. Makes me a victim, I guess. Bad blood...bad genes.” He looked at her. “My paternal grandmother was a sheriff in New Mexico.” 
“That doesn’t make her crazy.”
“Maybe.” He laughed but it was strained. 
The death scene photos flooded his brain. He didn’t think of them often, but when he did, it was full color, epic, dead clear. So much blood. It had been the first time Bean realized how much blood was in a human body.
“She carried a long-barreled Colt. She loved shooting that thing. Shot it all the time. Sometimes shot with the local boys. Bragging rights...some beer after. Always won.”
“Good for her.”
“She killed a man once.”
Which is where I got my taste for blood.
“She had to. He forced her into it.”
“Suicide by cop?” she sked.
“Murder by cop.” He played idly with the .380 in his pocket. Dirt covered his boots and his hat was not only dirty, but bent through the middle. He’d never let the hat get that disheveled. “Every summer I stayed with her. Sometimes I’d go on calls, too. Car accidents with deer or raccoons. Disorderly conduct at the bowling alley...usually drunk guys getting pissed over score keeping. Sometimes a stolen lawn mower or snow blower. Never anything too serious.” 
“Just what a young boy needs...massive exposure to crime.”
“Well, it taught me right from wrong and that there’s not a damn thing anywhere straight up black or white. Was gonna be a cop.”
“Why the robe then?”
He took a deep breath, watched Digger head toward them but stop, trying to decide if he could interrupt them or not. After a second, he headed back inside.
“Didn’t visit her anymore after I was fourteen.”
“Why?”
“The longest summer of my life.”
“What happened, Your Honor?”
“You know I’m not a judge anymore, right?”
“What happened when you were fourteen...Judge?”
A guy had walked into a bank. Only three banks in that tiny, lonely New Mexico town and the guy had chosen a specific one. Bean had still been in school...Barefield Junior High School, playing drums in the school band, and just beginning to realize that girls might be a great thing.
Bean licked his lips. “Guy said he had a bomb. Four sticks of dynamite strapped to his chest.” 
“A bomb? To rob a bank?” She frowned. “Wouldn’t it kill him if he used it?” After a second, she said, “He wasn’t there to rob the bank.”
“Nope. His ex-wife worked there.”
Her face clouded.
Bean said, “He went straight to her window and told her he was going to kill everyone unless she remarried him. Her name was Sheila and he was—”
“An abuser.”
Bean nodded, unsurprised. “They’d been married for ten years or something. Gramma said the woman had spent most of that time trying to get away. Gramma told me she went to their house, officially, all the time. The neighbors would call or Sheila would manage to make a call before he ripped the phone out of the wall. Sometimes Gramma arrested the guy and sometimes she didn’t.”
“Should’a shot him,” she said, the hard edge he’d heard at Echo’s back in her voice.
“It was a different time. Women were still property.”
“He got worse, didn’t he?”
“Yeah, his violence escalated. But so did his sadism. He loaned her out to his friends to celebrate their birthdays. Sold her, too, but mostly he kept her—”
“Isolated. All alone. Wouldn’t let her family see her or call her or nothing.”
“Yeah.”
She said, “They all do that. Abusers, I mean.” Her right hand strayed to her left bicep and rubbed it gently, as though a muscle ache had taken hold. “No family, no friends, no one.”
“They leave you alone? Without anyone?”
She nodded. “But never alone.”
Was that how it happened with Angela? With the Donaways? When the Donaways abused his daughter, hurting her so badly she ran away at age eight and came back to her father, did they keep her alone but never leave her alone?
Bean eyed Faith. He knew nothing of her history. Had she been abused? Or had a sibling been? Had she run away from that, as Angela had, and turned to prostitution on the street for simple survival? Had she someone other than Bassi, who was just a straight up rapist, who’d left their mark on her? 
“Sheila agreed to marry him. Told him she’d do it then and there, right in the bank. Asked him to let everyone but her go, to call a preacher and to let her best friend come witness the ceremony. Told him it wasn’t legal unless there was a witness.”
“She didn’t need a witness, did she?”
“No.”
“Sheila’s best friend was your Gramma?”
“Yes.”
“He let me in the bank,” Gramma had finally said late that sultry August just before Bean headed back to school in Barefield. Heat had dripped along the ridge of her nose and sharp cheeks. There had been no breeze and the air was heavy with the tinge of iron. Years later, Bean realized that smell of iron was actually blood from the perpetual slaughter at a nearby hog farm. 
That summer, Bean had read all the newspaper accounts. He was so proud of what Gramma had done. Bean had thought her actions amazing and heroic. Yet she never spoke of it, no matter how badly Bean pestered her. Instead, she became quiet and short tempered. The sunshine bled from her eyes and the stride from her step. She became, by the end of that summer, a stoop-shouldered old woman, which he’d never seen, with a head of hair beginning to go gun-metal gray.
“I don’t know why he let me in the bank,” she’d finally said to her grandson. “He knew I was the law. Was the stupidest thing he did. I don’t understand it.” 
Bean remembered, as clearly as he now smelled the mid-summer evening splayed out around them, being confused about her confusion. 
“Of course I had a gun,” she’d said. “Not my long barrel, he would have seen that right off. I had a little Glock in my pocket. I came in and he shoved everyone else out the front door. That was the deal.”
“Why’d you go in, Gramma?” Bean had asked. “He could have shot you.”
“I didn’t have a choice.”
“Because he would have killed Sheila,” Bean had said.
“I couldn’t let him.”
Bean had been wide-eyed, listening to Gramma, waiting for her to tell him how she’d saved the woman and killed the bad guy.
“I got there and told him the minister was on the way, but he’d been at a funeral down the road and it would be a few minutes. He nodded and started talking about the Bible. We talked back and forth and I watched him but he never looked at me. He watched her, nothing but her.”
Bean, sitting in Digger’s parking lot, knew the look. Gramma had never described it, but Bean knew it was a predator’s look. He’d seen that same look on the faces of his fellow judges when they’d decided his fate. Smug and in charge, as though they had all the answers and he was dog shit they’d paid some little Mex boy to scrape off their shoes.
And although Gramma never said it, Bean knew she had already planned to kill Sheila’s former husband. He knew she had planned to kill him even before she walked into the bank, before she’d started talking Bible talk.
He also knew Gramma had wanted to.
Bean touched his forehead, right between his eyes. “Single bullet. From right in front of him. With her little Glock.”
Gramma had described how the man had fallen straight to the floor and the blood just kept coming out of his head. Then she told a fourteen-year-old Royy—Jeremiah, at the time—how the stench of human blood struck her as so much more powerful than what was always in the air from the hog farms. And when she told him about the blood, her voice rose and her face flushed. Her breathing shallowed and became more rapid.
She was getting excited. She had killed a bad man and relieved it every moment she was awake and probably most of the moments she slept.
But she had changed. Where she had once gone shooting with the local boys for bragging rights, now she went out alone and shot coyotes and deer, stray dogs, feral cats.
“She fixated on the smell of blood. Came to love it, I think.” Bean took a deep breath. “I caught her once.”
“Caught her doing what?”
Bean licked his lips. “Smelling her own blood.”
He’d thought she was gone. Grocery shopping, maybe. Or getting the transfixed on the squad car. Or maybe out shooting more dogs. He’d gone into the bathroom and found her sitting on the edge of the bathtub, naked, cutting the insides of her thighs, where no one would see the scars, and letting her blood soak her fingers.
And then she raised her fingers to her nose and breathed deeply.
Three days later, while Royy hung out at the park with a few summertime friends, a plumbing repairman came to the house. He’d known Gramma for years and so let himself in. He’d found her in that same bathtub. She’d cut her own throat and then snuggled down into the tub, letting the blood soak her. It was smeared all around her nose.
Those were the pictures Bean remembered most clearly. Yeah, he’d seen the aftermath of the bank and remembered how the man’s blood squiggled its way toward the door on the slightly tilted floor of the century-old building. He remembered how the back side of the man’s head was painted all over the teller’s booth. 
But it was the pictures of Gramma that stayed in his head through all the years. Her deputies took a few pix, which Bean saw, but eventually the senior deputy called the New Mexico State Police to handle the investigation. The troopers sealed the bathroom, took roll after roll of pictures, gathered up clothes and papers, guns and bullets, anything they thought might be evidence. Bean had never seen the troopers’ pictures.
“I did it once.” Bean turned away from the bar, away from Faith, stared toward the mountains that crossed into Mexico. “After the first man I killed, I smelled his blood. Just like Gramma.”
Faith crossed herself, then whispered, “Did you ever do it again?”
Bean looked at her, then at Digger, who stood in the doorway and watched them. “Yeah...to both.”
“So now what?” she asked.
“What’s your name?”
Instead of turning away, as she’d done so many times during the day, she kept her eyes steady on him. “Chelle. Chelle Fulton.”
He nodded. “Well, Chelle Fulton, I want to get you home.”
“I want to go home.”
 
 
A few minutes later, Digger stood on the bar’s wide front steps with Bean. Chelle was a few feet away. “Tell him everything, answer all his questions. The more he knows about you, the faster he can get you home.”
Hesitation marched across her face.
She’s scared, Jeremiah.
“My wife says you’re scared.”
“You’re wife’s pretty smart.”
“For a dead woman?”
“Probably while she was alive, too.”
Bean nodded. “You were in my dream. Not you, but a girl. Mariana told me I couldn’t go see her until I got a girl home to her mother. That’s you.” He grinned. “A crazy dream, though. My wife had a mustache. No fucking clue why.”
His laugh spiraled gently into the air but Chelle stared at him with deeply furrowed eyes. “So now you can kill yourself?”
Bean said nothing but eventually, he nodded. Yeah, you’re safe so now I can be, too. “Get her home, Digger. That’s it. We’ll deal with everything else later. Just get Chelle home.”
“Thought her name was Faith.”
Chelle’s lip curled. “That was his name. What he called me.”
Digger eyed the dress.
“His, too.” She held out the skirt as though curtsying, but her face was rock hard, angry. “It was white once.”
“Not so much anymore.”
“Dirt.” Bean shrugged. “Blood.”
“We’ve got some clothes around here, Chelle.”
“This is just fine. A reminder.”
“Of Bassi?” Bean asked.
“All of them.”
Bean swallowed into a sandpaper-dry throat. “How many?” Then he shook his head. “No, I don’t want to know. Digger, find out who stole her in the first place.”
“And then?” Digger said.
“Kill him.”
Digger froze. “What’d you say?”
“Kill him.” Bean’s hands clenched. “You ain’t got the balls for it, bring him here and I’ll kill him.” 
“Uh...Judge? Maybe we should talk—”
“And then find whoever he passed her to and kill that son of a bitch. And kill the next one and the next and the next until you get to Bassi.”
“Yeah, maybe this ain’t the best conversation to have in front of her.”
Her dark eyes flashed in the early evening light and her jaw clenched with a strength Bean knew he didn’t have. At that moment, he didn’t give a shit about taking care with his language or who heard what. At that moment, he only wanted to turn the clock back to when Chelle was at home with her parents, going to high school and wondering if a certain boy would ask her to the homecoming dance. 
Fuck that...even further...
To when he could have turned down the campaign cash and the judge’s job and every second of bullshit that flowed from those two things. 
Further, Jeremiah...
To when Mariana was still alive, when she was full of their child and both of them giggled like junior high school kids.
Chelle laughed hard. “Dude, he and I’ve been down this road already. Don’t gotta sweat me.”
Digger’s gaze hardened. “I sweat everything. That’s how I keep him alive.” 
She let a long silence play out and Bean wondered if she expected him to fill it.
“He and I have killed together. You don’t have to sweat me. And ease up on that fucking attitude or I’ll goat you.”
“You’ll what?”
“Goat you! Like we did the goats at Andy’s place. You understand that?” 
Silence again. Eventually, grinning, Digger said, “Hungry?”
She glared at him, then cracked a tight smile and nodded. “Yeah. Thank you.”
“No goat-burgers but I bet we can find something.” He nodded toward the bar. “Ask the guy behind the bar. Tell him I said to feed you.”
She looked at Bean and he might have seen a tear in her eye. Hell, it could have been a bit of dust. Without another word, she went into the bar.
“This ain’t nothing but ugly, Judge.”
On the far side of the lot, a minivan parked. A woman and two men sat inside. She spoke, looked the bar over, then spotted Digger and Bean. She stared at them, said something—her lips moving like a silent movie actor—and the two men looked Bean’s way.
“Damn,” he said. 
Digger looked. “Louisiana plates.”
“Recognize them?”
“No. New customers?”
Bean shook his head. “Fuck. I don’t really have time.” 
Or interest.
Digger said, “No time for twenty percent?”
Don’t need the money...not anymore. I’m cashing out.
“I’m sorry to dump Chelle in your lap. But...” He shrugged. “You’re my guy. Always have been.”
Digger looked pained. “I know, Judge. You’re my guy, too. Always have been.”
Bean nodded. “Listen, you know where I’m headed, right? Not today and probably not tomorrow or even next week, but eventually. I’m tired and I want to see my wife and daughter.”
“Yeah.” Digger looked away. “Yeah, and I think it’s bullshit.”
“Well...okay...but you know you have nothing to worry about, right? Financially, I mean. There’s a will, extra-legal though it is, and it leaves damn near everything to you. This property and all the cash. Take it and get out. Run to the Bahamas or Caymans or somewhere. Just get out of Texas and leave all this shit behind.”
Digger looked at the judge, his gaze tight. “This shit is all I know.”
“Time to know something else. Timmy, maybe?”
“Yeah,” Digger said, his voice thick. “Maybe.”
“I don’t trust anyone else with Chelle. Get her home. Figure out who the hell she is and get her home. End her nightmare.”
“And then?” 
We find Mariana’s badge, he wanted to say, but he knew it was long gone. Kurston had told him as much. Chasing it had been a fool’s errand, an attempt to clean up a particular shit mess. He wasn’t going to find it and that was going to have to be okay. Hell, he probably shouldn’t have ever looked in the first place. 
Now, Jeremiah, if you hadn’t looked, you’d already be dead. And if you’d already been dead, you wouldn’t have been able to help Chelle get home.
So chalk up one good deed against all the bad.
There is that, baby. You done good, but you’re not—”
I hope you aren’t sporting that ’stache when I see you.
He imagined her laugh, as sweet as peach cobbler. Still ’stached up, baby, but you’re not coming to see me, Jeremiah. Not yet.
“What?” Bean said. “What are you talking about?”
Digger eyed him.
Jeremiah, you done good getting Chelle home.
“But?”
“She’s not the one.”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
There’s another girl. And you gotta save her, too.
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The minivan’s door slammed, a crash in the still desert air.
“Looking for Judge Bean.” The woman was loud, her voice full of years’ worth of nicotine. 
Bean stared at the trio, let his hand rest comfortably on the empty holster. The .380 was at his back, easy reach if he needed it.
“Judge?” Digger whispered from the side of his mouth. “What’s up?”
“The shooter?” Bean asked.
“Three of them?”
“I’m so fucking paranoid...who knows.”
“Fuck.” Digger took a deep breath, clapped Bean on the back, and said loudly, “Gotta get me some hooch! Been a dry day. See you later.” He headed toward the bar, slipped up and inside the swinging doors.
“Judge?” she said. “I’d like a hearing.”
“Court’s not in session.”
The men stayed by the van but the woman came straight at him. Not fast, not with a threat of violence. Instead, she moved easy, full of comfortable confidence, stopping about ten feet away. “Can I convince you otherwise?”
“Not interested. I have other commitments.”
“This particular problem involves a few dollars.”
“I can’t be bought.” It was a lie but one he had no problem throwing out.
“I wasn’t suggesting you could, but I also know that a man in your position probably has a healthy interest in both justice and liquidity. If you give me one, I can give you the other.”
Bean headed toward the bar. “Not interested.”
“Judge...I need you. Please.”
Still he kept moving, Mariana’s words banging around in his skull, fighting for space against the thought these might be the killers. Another girl? Then what? Another and then another and still she hadn’t told him the truth about that night and then—
“Your Honor...I’ll make a call...if I have to.”
Bean stopped. “Is that a threat?”
Her face changed, gone from rock hard to something softer, maybe regretful. “I apologize, Your Honor. Please...I need you.” 
“Why?”
She took a deep breath and her voice choked. “I have cancer. A simple melanoma, but it got into a lymph node. Automatic Stage 3. I have a year of chemo ahead of me and a twenty percent chance of survival over the next five years.” She looked away, brushed her cheek clean of tears that had suddenly appeared. “I have no money.”
“But I’ll bet sure as shit there are some warrants, though, right? And maybe a conviction or two?”
“Your Honor, I don’t—”
“Maybe some extra names, too. Probably all dirty so there’s no way you can get any government help. Damned NCIC computer.”
She swallowed. “I put together a job with those two men. One is my husband, the other is an...an acquaintance.”
The men stood well apart from each other, tense and watchful. 
“And the acquaintance wants more than you want to give him.”
She nodded.
“Fuck you.” Bean said it flat.
“What?” She looked as though Bean had punched her in the gut. 
“I don’t deal with liars.”
“I didn’t—”
“You snatched some cash and you want to stiff him on his share, or part of his share. I don’t need a bullshit cancer story.”
Her jaw flexed and she stared at him. “It’s not bullshit, it’s—”
“Get outta here. Before I shoot you.”
She sighed. “This isn’t working.”
In that sigh, Bean realized everything was off. Whoever she was, she wasn’t some simple cancer patient. Nor was she a thief who wanted to stiff one of her partners. There was something else entirely going on. It was as though she were an actor, changing from one role to another. Her body tightened, her shoulders rose from their stoop. Her eyes brightened but more with the glint of steel than sun. She was suddenly a different woman, not a cancer patient but a woman accustomed to being in command, to retaining control.
It was exactly what he’d seen so many times on the bench, except in reverse. Shitbags came before him, always in control and masters of their pathetic universe and as soon as he started talking, began laying out for them what they could face for that dime bag they got caught with or for the two broken-down motorcycles they stole, they fell apart. They slumped, they drooled, they stuttered, their eyes sharpened in fear.
Shitbags went from controlled to pathetic. This woman went from pathetic to controlled.
Who is she? What the fuck is going on here?
“Here’s what we’re going to do.” She looked directly at Bean. Her dark eyes blazed, tiny fires inside an angled face topped by bottle-blond hair. “You’re going to get your ass in that cheap bar, get your fucking bench set up, and bang that dusty gavel you use to rip people off.”
Bean stepped up to her, less than a foot away. “Get the fuck outta—” 
The two men yanked guns from their waistbands.
“Ease up, gentlemen,” Digger said, strolling around from the back side of the bar.
They didn’t look, just dropped their guns and raised their hands in a single motion.
“Synchronized surrender, baby,” Digger said. “That’s what I like.”
Bean craned his head, giving her an ear, as though listening very hard. “I’m sorry, I can’t hear you. What was that you said about getting a hearing?”
When she smiled at him, her canine teeth staring at him like fangs. “You’re going to give us a hearing.”
Bean edged toward her, his breath like hot like burned gunpowder in his lungs. “How are you going to get that done?”
The smile, a dangerous knife edge, never left as she toyed with her cell phone. “Jim Dell Perkins.”
Bean’s breath stopped.
“Son of a bitch,” Digger said.
“There it is,” she said. She sniffed the air. “I love smelling that fear. Obviously, you remember Jim Dell. That’s good because he remembers you, too. Very clearly. For a man with so many resources at his disposal, I was surprised to find he hadn’t the foggiest notion where you were. Especially when I discovered it so easily. Well, not so easily, there were considerations.” She winked and let her tongue play across her lips. “Jim Dell would very much like to know where you are. Something about unfinished business, Your Honor?”
Bean’s gut tightened. JD, Jim Dell Perkins, was the last of the Quartet. 
He shot her.
Bean pasted an ill-fitting grin on his face and tried to sound casual. “Thought he was dead.”
The woman smiled as if she were dealing with a particularly stupid child. “Funny, he said the same thing about you. He’d heard you had just a little bit of a problem and then you disappeared. Thought maybe it had gotten the better of you and you were off to the great courtroom in the sky.”
All day long, everything had come back to JD. It hadn’t mattered because Bean thought the man dead. Now he knew differently. Now he knew what his next step was.
No, Jeremiah. You’re next step is to get the girl home. Both of them. Then you come home to me. Don’t worry over JD.
Both of them? I don’t even know who the other girl is. And JD and I have a few things to discuss. 
Jeremiah, don’t—
I want to discuss that night with the man who shot you.
He didn’t shoot me, Jeremiah.
Then who did?
But she was gone, disappeared back into whatever bit of imagination or cosmos he conjured her from.
“Jim Dell Perkins is head of the Governor’s Protective Detail now, running his little errands for the political heavyweights in Austin, traveling with the Governor wherever the man goes.” The woman smiled.
Gubernatorial security surprised Bean. Jim Dell had been headed for Washington and Bean had assumed that, if Jim Dell had lived, he’d have hooked his star to Homeland Security. 
“I told him I might have an idea or two as to your location. If I have nothing else to occupy my evening, I’ll give him a call, talk about old times. Or...if it’s a good evening I’ll probably forget to call.”
Jim Dell Perkins; better than six feet tall, popping at about two hundred and twenty-five pounds, none of it fat, at least the last time Bean had seen him. The man had always worn the creases in his jeans as sharp as his Ranger ambition had been, his shirts as pressed and perfect as his teeth. Did time as a Zachary County deputy before moving with lightning speed to the highway patrol and then onto the Rangers list and then into the Rangers. 
Soon after the night of promotions, Jim Dell Perkins had been sent to Austin to work some task force, and then hooked to a Federal task force out of New Orleans, and then one out of Los Angeles, and then Washington. By the time JD was wheels down in D.C., Bean was nose first in an endless supply of bottles and veins riding the big white horse.
Everyone had been offered promotions and Andy had taken one, to commander of a different company, but Mariana and Tommy-Blue never had. It had been something that until the last twelve hours or so Bean had never understood. Both of them could have taken command or sub-command just about where ever they wanted. But now, with the note and the finger and the blood but most importantly the admissions, Bean suddenly understood it. Tommy-Blue and Mariana hadn’t wanted to get promoted from lies.
Bean looked at Digger. The man had the good sense not to say anything but worry and anxiety were clear on his face, had wormed across it. Bean tried to reassure him from this distance but wasn’t sure the message got through.
“What was it, Your Honor?” she asked. “What could have possibly made Jim Dell’s face so red? What could have made him squeeze the shot glass so tight it broke?” She unlocked her phone. 
I have no fucking clue...but I’d love to have him in front of me. Well...in front of the sights on my .380.
Bean smiled. With a flick of his head, Digger took his gun off the men. They did not retrieve their weapons. “Anything that’s between me and JD is between me and JD. However, if you feel the need to call him, then call him. Actually, I’d love to see him again. Catch up on old times.”
Uncertainty flitted across her face. Her eyes darted from Bean to the two men she’d arrived with. One of them shrugged. 
“Go ahead,” Bean said, his voice soft and soothing. “It’s been such a long while. Jim Dell and I will split a bottle of tequila and reminisce.”
Grinding her jaw visibly, the woman closed her phone.
“I assess a judicial fee of twenty percent. You’ll pay that.”
“Of course,” she said, the barest hint of a smile on her face.
“And you’ll give me his information.”
The smile disappeared. “What?”
“His information. Jim Dell Perkins. Phone number...personal cell not duty phone. His location...residence not the DPS barracks. Anything and everything I need to track him down.”
She started to shake her head, then looked at her watch. After a moment, she nodded. “Fine. Twenty percent and information.”
“Information first,” Bean said. “And while we’re in court, my associate will check the number. If it comes back to JD, you’ll be on your way. If not, I’ll shoot all three of you.”
“It’s a pre-paid cell. It won’t come back at all, much less to him specifically.”
“Trust me,” Bean said. “Bring no witnesses, bring no evidence. I’ll listen to you, I’ll listen to him. I’ll decide.”
She eyed him for a long moment, her hand cocked on her hip. “And you’ll do what if you find JD?”
“I will find him, and then I’ll shoot him like the rabid dog he is.”
“With an empty holster?”
Bean yanked the .380 from his back, jammed it hard against her forehead. At the van, one man startled and bent for his weapon. Digger pulled his .45 back out.
She waved her companion off. The smile crept back across her face. “Why, Judge, that’s a mighty big dick you’ve got there.”
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Ten minutes later, Bean banged his gavel against the bar. A Corona bottle bounced and Bean’s shot of tequila spilled over the side of the glass. “Shut up.”
The bar, full of not very damned many people at all, meandered into silence. Bean recognized all but two of the customers. An older man, dressed too nicely for the heat, and a woman hunched over a soda, head hanging down and hair covering her face. Her bare arms were covered with tattoos. Every few minutes, she’d toss a look at Chelle, though quietly and from behind her hair. 
Seeing new faces always made Bean a little nervous, hence the shotgun and twenty extra rounds wired to the underside of the table. One hand usually on the gavel, one finger always on the trigger.
As good a way to do business as any.
At the end of the bar, Bean slammed back the tequila, more to cool his anger than because he wanted a drink. “When this woman is done, get to Chelle.” He nodded toward her. She sat at the near end of the bar, finishing off a burger slathered in bacon and cheese and mustard. “She’s our priority for now.”
“And after now?” Digger asked, standing behind the bar, fingers on his laptop, one eye on the customers and one on Chelle.
“You guys know I’m right here, right?” She chewed around a mouthful of bacon. “I can hear pretty much everything.” 
When Bean looked at her, she was almost smiling. Not quite, but almost and it was the closest thing he’d seen since he’d found her. “After now, our priority is Jim Dell.”
“Because he shot Mariana?”
“Yeah.”
“Judge, I think maybe your skinning the wrong rabbit here. Why the hell would he do that?”
Bean had asked that question a thousand times driving from Andy’s place. No matter which way he approached the question, or how many times, he came back to the same answer. “She knew.”
It was that simple. Mariana had gone to get Zapata because Zapata was killing innocent people, both Mexicans and Texans. She had wanted to bring the guy back, parade him down a well-reported perp walk, and send him on a bon voyage to the death-house at the Polunsky Unit north of Houston.
“She saw it was a set-up. She saw Zapata’s men get killed, probably killed a couple of them herself. She took Zapata outside, thinking they were taking him to their car and hauling ass back across the border, but instead a van pulled up. She knew they were cartel boys.” Bean’s gaze went from the customers to Digger. “She saw Jim Dell get in that van. She knew it was all wrong.”
“Wouldn’t go along?”
“Fuck, no, she wouldn’t.”
True as far as it went, Bean thought, but it still didn’t answer the reason for the lies. Superficially, he understood. No one needed to know what had happened in the shootout and sure as shit no one could know about JD and his bullshit with the cartels.
Still an outstanding question, too. Just what the fuck kind of crap was he peddling to the cartels? Did he give them Zapata just because Zapata was snatching their product going north and their profits going south? What’d you get in return, fucknut?
Blowing a hard breath, Bean eyed the new people sitting at the bar. “You check them?”
“Yeah. Neither name meant anything to me. Neither are strapped. Old guy’s passing through. Going to Mama’s birthday.”
“Mama? He looks about ninety.”
“Eighty-one,” Digger said. “Seemed pretty proud of his mother...said she’s spry and crotchety at ninety-six.”
Bean shook his head in admiration. No man in his family had ever made it that far. Cancer, heart disease, a few gunfights back during Prohibition, but most of all...the madness. It drove men over the cliff. It made them crash their cars into trees at eighty miles an hour, or jump from the 22nd floor of the Wilco Building, or hang themselves. “Fucker did great getting that far. Give him a drink on me. What about the woman?”
As if she heard him, she raised her head, though Bean could barely see her because of the shadows and her hair. It seemed she looked right at him, then eyed Chelle again.
Digger shrugged. “All the regular shit. Credit not great, job history not great. No arrests that I could find.” Digger’s face was hesitant.
“But?” Bean asked.
“I don’t know. She’s nice enough and all but...she’s sort of weird.”
“Gotta road sign for me better, Digger. What the fuck does ‘sort of weird’ mean?”
“Well, look at all those tats.”
“And?”
“I don’t know. Just struck me odd. She keeps looking at Chelle.”
“Dyke,” Chelle whispered through a mouthful of pickles. “Getting all juicy about me. I can tell.”
“You look like my daughter,” the woman said. “I miss her.”
Bean nodded. “Yeah, I miss mine, too.”
“Mine’s dead.” She shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe she’s dead, maybe not. Maybe she went on vacation.”
For a moment, in air suddenly as thick as a west Texas dust storm, no one said anything. Chelle nodded, Digger stared hard at his computer, but Bean watched the woman. Her face was still mostly hidden in the shadows and behind a flop of brown hair. She said nothing else, concentrating instead on her beer. 
“Your Honor?” The woman from the van tapped her wrist watch. She stood next to one of the men from the van and about twenty feet from the other.
Bean kept his eyes on the woman from the van. “Digger?”
Digger banged out keystrokes quickly. “Hang on.” More keystrokes, more mousing, then he nodded and gave Bean a thumbs up. “It’s his.”
The woman stared at Digger, then Bean. “You satisfied? I told you it was Jim Dell’s number.”
“Yeah, ’cause I’m going to trust some woman who lied to me and then tried to blackmail me. I’m just exactly that stupid.” Bean went to his table, the one weighed down with the shotgun and extra rounds, cleared his throat, sat, Bean banged his gavel. “In the matter of—” Bean glared. “What’s your name?”
“Gladys Reuter.” She sat one table over from the Judge.
“Uh-huh. And his?”
Bean pointed at the man who sat next to her. He was younger, obviously nervous though trying to hide it. 
“My husband.”
“Raymond,” the man said. “Uh...Reuter.”
“Gladys and Raymond uh Reuter,” Bean said. “And you?”
The second man sat diffidently at a separate table. His fingers, long but thick, toyed with a cheap Lone Star Beer coaster. He stared at Bean, then at Reuter, then for a good long while at Digger. Digger pulled his .45 and laid it obviously and loudly on the bar.
“What’s your name, boy?” Bean asked again.
“Kiss my ass.”
“Good enough for me. In the matter of Reuter versus Kiss My Ass, I do hereby open this hearing in the court of Judge Royy Bean, II. There will be no record, no recordings, no notes. My decision is final and if you don’t like it, I’ll be glad to kill you and dump you in the drywash. Anyone who gives up my name to anyone wearing a badge, or their agents, will be found in prison or the free clinic or where ever else you might be hiding, and you’ll be killed.” He glared at both parties. “Do we understand each other...completely?”
The man stood. “The fuck kinda bullshit is this?”
“Don’t you ever interrupt me again,” Bean said.
The man tossed the coaster to the table. “Don’t you fucking tell me what to do.”
Digger slid up behind him, grabbed him by the collar. “What the hell is your problem, buddy?”
The man knew enough not to fight. He raised both hands, palms out. “My problem, buddy, is that I’m about to get screwed out of my share by a Judge who ain’t in no courtroom, who I ain’t never heard of, and who just told me if I don’t like what he says, he’ll kill me. So you tell me...what’s my problem?”
Bean stood. “We’re done.”
The man raised a hand in apology. “I’m sorry, Your Honor. I’m just blowing off steam. I shouldn’t be here. She should’a stuck to her word.”
“You gonna behave?” Digger asked.
“I got a choice? I’m getting railroaded here and my only choice is getting a bullet in the brain.”
“There are always choices, Mr. Kiss My Ass,” Bean said. “This choice will get you out of here. Alive. With some money.”
Slowly, carefully, Digger released him, then gently sat him back in the chair. 
“Best I’m gonna do, I guess. My name is Thomas.”
“Damn straight,” Bean said. “Reuter, what have you to say?”
“Your Honor,” she said, glancing at her watch. “My husband and I put together a...project. We solicited the help of Mr. Thomas. He has certain skills we thought might help the project along. We promised him thirty percent of resultant net profit.”
Bean looked at Thomas. “And you say what?”
Thomas toyed with the coaster. “What she said is mostly true.”
“Which part isn’t?”
“Didn’t say nothing to me about no result net whatever.”
“Your Honor, I absolutely said thirty percent. That is quite a nice ROI on his investment of time and mental capital.” She glanced at her watch again. “In fact, in our first meeting, in Houston, we spoke of a number of different options for payment, including straight cash for time, as well as a percentage of whatever payout we managed through the finished project. However, we also—”
Bean held his hand up. “Stop it. What did she say, Mr. Thomas.”
“Thirty percent.”
“Thirty percent...no other conditions?”
“Nope.”
“You look at that watch again, Reuter, and we’re done. Anything you have that’s important isn’t quite as important as keeping me happy.”
She stared at him, her eyes hard, her jaw tight, her hands fists. Digger put his gun in his hand. Slowly, she slid her watch off and dropped it in her purse. “Better?”
Bean sat down, tried to ignore the pounding between his temples. He’d gotten the same headaches in court, listening to Assistant District Attorneys argue with Public Defenders over the stupidest shit anyone could imagine. But here, in this courtroom cum bar, he could get something to fix his headache. He mimed drinking for the bartender.
Bean looked at Reuter and Thomas. “Gladys is a slick one. My advice, Mr. Thomas, is to get away from her. She said thirty percent and wanted you to believe it would come right off the top. But then she tried to slide in expenses. Net proceeds rather than gross. Figured she’d give you a giant bill showing how much money it cost her to run this little theft, which would shrink your thirty percent to dick. I’d bet her version of operational expenses would reduce your thirty to something closer to ten.”
“Your Honor, that’s not—”
“Shut up, Reuter. That is exactly what you did and we all know it. So I’m going to take twenty percent. I’m going to give Thomas his full thirty percent off the top and that’ll leave you with a nice majority stake of fifty percent. Comprende?” Bean slammed the gavel against the table. “Court’s adjourned.
“You stupid old coot,” Reuter said. “I’m not going to give you—”
When the gunshot sounded, everyone’s eyes flicked to the doorway. Bean wrapped a paw around the butt of the shotgun and pulled both hammers back.
“Already?” Reuter asked.
Two more shots and Digger moved toward the door. Halfway there, his gaze outside, he stopped. “Son of a bitch. Both my men are dead.”
“What?” Bean swiveled the shotgun toward the door. “Who is it?”
“I got you now, you son of a bitch,” a man bellowed, barreling through the door.
And then, holding a Colt 1911 in each hand, Jim Dell started shooting.
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“Son of a bitch,” Bean said. His voice boomed in the bar. “Digger, get her outta here.”
The woman stood but immediately realized Bean was talking about Chelle. Her gaze stayed on Chelle as the young woman dashed off the bar stool and let Digger shove her out a back door.
The first thing Bean noticed, as the few customers silently hit the floor and started crawling—they’d all been through this sort of thing before—and as the bartender went down immediately in a shower of red mist that rained down on everyone?
Jim Dell’s pants.
The crease had always been razor-sharp, Texas Ranger-perfect. Sharp enough to cut flesh. He’d even threatened an arrestee once, telling the man—thrice convicted of child molestation, once for false imprisonment, once for animal cruelty because he’d kicked a cat through a football field’s goalposts—he’d slide those jeans along the man’s carotid and happily watch him bleed to death.
Bean slid down behind his table and tried to follow Jim Dell with the shotgun as the man darted across the floor, looking for cover. Bean blasted two quick rounds and Jim Dell dove sideways, howling and shooting. As he dove, JD’s bullets scattered around the bar, shattering bottles and windows and neon beer signs.
Digger’s mirror, carried lovingly from New Orleans, gently put into place and then given a cleaning every day but Digger’s obsessive hands, went almost immediately. 
“No,” Digger bellowed. 
It didn’t go in a single explosion of glass and booze bottles. It went pieces at a time, as though the Cosmos wanted Digger to feel each break deep in his psyche. Jim Dell’s bullets marched across the silver shimmer right to left. Bullets went through the glass and spider-cracks snaked across the mirror’s face until they found other cracks. Growing and growing until huge pieces were falling, giving the thing a look almost like an old man losing his teeth one by one.
“Digger.” Bean tried to shout over the firing. “Don’t kill him. Just wing him.”
“Right.” But Digger fired too slowly. 
JD spun, laid two shots out and left Digger writhing on the floor with a bullet graze across his face. 
“Can’t hide behind your house boy,” Jim Dell said in an adrenaline-soaked voice.
Bean fired again. His shot went high and blasted out the windows above the front door.
The second thing Bean noticed?
JD’s pants had always been spotless. As though they had to be sterile just in case he did ever use them as a scalpel. The man was obsessively fussy about his clothes, to the point Bean had once seen him strip out of a pair of jeans and toss them out the window—the car moving better than seventy-five miles an hour—because he was certain the dirt would never come out and he didn’t want to be embarrassed in front of the other Rangers.
Not only did these pants have no crease...
They were dirty. And bloody. Dried to a crusty brown, but obviously blood.
Jim Dell fired a long, hot volley from his twin 1911s and Bean laughed. Jim Dell had always been a cliché, but two-fisted shooting was a little over the top. 
Cliché or not, those fucking guns blazed. So many bullets Bean damn near saw the line of them reaching out from the gun to tickle him.
Between the blast of his shotgun and the constant pops from Jim Dell’s twins, the noise became an icepick-pointed buzz burrowing into Bean’s brain. Only tiny bits of actual words from his customers broke through.
“Who the fuck is that?”
“Can’t let him shoot me.”
“Thomas is gone...go...go!”
“God does everything—”
“Digger, Jim’s over there.”
“Shot my mirror, you motherfucker.”
“—I ask, but he ain’t listening to you guys.”
“I see him, Judge, I see him.”
“Bean, you son of a bitch. Why’d you send her?”
“What? Send who?”
Bean and Digger had long ago taught the regular customers to hit the floor if shooting every started because most pissed off people shoot high. So now, as Bean watched and fired, the customers—one with a drink still in his hand—hugged the floor and slipped out. But the eighty-one-year-old man, running upright and almost blind with panic, ran toward the back door. 
Jim Dell’s bullets found him and slipped right up his backside. He hit the ground hard.
Won’t make it to Mama’s birthday, Bean thought.
“Who is she?” Jim Dell asked.
“Who is who? What are you talking about?”
“The woman you sent to kill me.”
“I didn’t send anyone, JD. I thought you were dead.”
“Well, I ain’t.” JD fired a few more rounds, pops like ball-peen hammers to the air inside the bar. “Bitch fucked up trying to kill me. Shouldn’t’a let me live. Never let your enemies live, Judge. You’re gonna see that.”
“Like you let Zapata live?”
JD laughed. “Didn’t let that fucker live. He died that night, just like all the TV stations said.”
“But you didn’t kill him,” the Judge bellowed. 
Jim Dell’s bullets blasted through the tops of overturned tables, the seats of chairs, through bottle after bottle of watered-down liquor, and in an instant Bean was back at the Four Seasons in Barefield. Scared and sixteen, fake ID’d into the bar. Then he got in the face of a biker for no particular reason. Once that fight had started, the tables and chairs, the barstools, got the worst of it.
“You shoved him into a van with some cartel boys.”
“Somebody’s been talking outta school,” JD yelled. “Who’d you track down? Tommy-Blue? Fucking raggedy coward. He doesn’t have any idea what happened, he ran away, tail tucked deep in his pussy!”
“Talked to both of them...Tommy-Blue and Andy. They told me it was all you.”
Bean yanked the shotgun’s trigger. The gun barked and jumped and the table wobbled. He fired again and the second shot took out the table’s far edge. Like maybe a gila monster had taken a bite from the table. His shots peppered the far wall, buckshot spreading like splashed water as he swung the gun on its wire hook, trying to get a bead on Jim Dell. 
“You’re fucking crazy, you old goat. They’re junkies...like you. What the fuck do they know from nothing. They’re dead-ends. I made my life a success. I’m protecting the Governor now, Bean. You’re eating junk, shooting it into your veins, and I’m protecting God, State, and Governor.”
Jim Dell dashed table to table, trying to work his way closer to Bean.
“Think those tables’ll save you, Jim Dell?”
“Don’t need saving, motherfucker, just need one good shot.”
“Like the shot you took at her?” Bean growled and jerked the shotgun out of the wire holding it to the table. He shoved all the extra founds in his pocket.
“How could I shoot her when I was on the floor covered in my own blood?”
Bean tried to spot a path closer to Jim Dell that didn’t leave him exposed. Near the door was the jukebox. Holding the shotgun in one hand, he tried to roll the round table with him to give him cover long enough to get there.
Great, now I’m in a cheap action flick.
“Goddamnit, Bean, she tried to kill me.”
“Mariana tried to kill you?”
“What?” The shooting stopped for a moment, a long breath. “Uh...Judge? She’s dead. Or did your little junkie brain forget?”
Bean emptied the shotgun, firing wildly, blindly, hoping to tear JD’s face off or rip his heart straight out of his chest. 
Not only are JD and I not on the same page...I’m not even sure we’re in the same fucking book.
When the shotgun emptied, JD poked his head carefully above the edge of one of the overturned tables. Reloading as fast as he could, Bean caught a glimpse of JD. His hat was cock-eyed and one of the 1911s sat uncomfortably in his hand, as though he’d never held a gun before. The Ranger fired randomly, one shot toward the ceiling the other toward the wall opposite Bean.
“You’re shooting crazy, JD.”
Jim Dell fired again. His bullets continued high and wide, like a major league pitcher who finds his control suddenly gone.
“You’re wasting rounds, JD. Get a sight picture. Shoot slow. Yanking the trigger like that...you’ll never hit me.
The firing stopped. Silence clanged down over the place.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Jim Dell raised his head and watched Bean roll the table. “You’re teasing me? Apparently you ain’t noticed...I’m trying to kill you.”
“Funny because I’m trying to kill you, too.”
The unfamiliar woman laughed loud, a gigantic sound that boomed through the joint. She’d ducked behind the bar but now kept a watchful gaze using what was left of the shot-up bar mirror.
Dust filled the air. Holes peppered every wall, the ceiling, all the tables. Most of the windows were gone, though a tiny one near the far side had managed to get through unscathed. The hanging doors were shot to pieces, bits of ruined wood hanging from the hinges. 
Jim Dell disappeared again and Bean heard him pop the empty magazines out and shove full ones in. Bean took the opportunity to make sure his cannon was ready to go. “Jim Dell, what the hell is going on?”
“I can hear you loading,” Jim Dell said.
Bean shoved shells into the breech with fingers that refused to work properly. Rounds hit the floor, rolled beyond the cover of the table. He tried jamming others in backward.
The picture of JD bothered him. There was something else, too, that wasn’t quite clear enough to register. Like seeing it through an alcohol haze.
Or the eyes of an old man hit with the family madness.
“Jim Dell, let’s—”
The Ranger started shooting again. The bar filled with noise and cordite, with the stench of burned gunpowder and the clink of spent brass. 
Jim Dell’s rounds were still going high, killing the bar’s wall and windows.
“He ain’t up there,” the unknown woman said, laughing. “Ain’t nobody but God up that high.”
“What happened in the van, JD? Where’d you take Zapata? What did the cartels give you for him?”
Another three rounds hammered the thick table. Bean stuck the shotgun out around the side of the table and fired twice just as he slipped behind the jukebox. He had no idea where they went. 
“Fuck you, Bean.”
When Jim Dell fired again, it was from a totally different angle and with a different sound. Higher pitched. The bullets slammed into the jukebox and plastic shards exploded and stung Bean’s face. He hit the ground hard, to the far side of the jukebox, whipped the shotgun around, and fired behind him.
At Reuter. Her face was twisted and angry, finger working overtime on her trigger.
Jim Dell laughed from in front of Bean.
“Ain’t over there, boy. But I’m coming for ya now.”
Bean swiveled the gun and fired toward Jim Dell’s voice. Obviously the guy was moving quick so when Bean ran for the cover of the bar, he sprayed buckshot everywhere, shooting whichever direction the gun happened to be pointing when he pulled the trigger.
Bean dove behind the bar just as Reuter went behind the jukebox and Jim Dell ran for who knew what but tripped. He hit the floor hard, busting a lip, and the missing piece of the picture bit on Bean’s brain again.
The uncreased pants. The dirt and blood. The askew hat. The random comments.
Bean fired toward Jim Dell to keep him moving, then loosed another shot toward Reuter over his shoulder. His chest heaved, breath hot and liquid in his throat. 
Reuter shot at Bean three or four times. 
“You ask me for a judgment and then shoot at me?” Bean said.
“You ain’t giving away my money.”
“You gotta pay, he said so.” Thomas’ voice. High and scared.
“How about I pay this?” she said.
She fired once, clean and tight and Thomas’ whine stopped just before Bean heard a thud on the floor.
The tattooed woman was behind the bar with him, though he had no idea when she’d hidden here. Down on the floor, and with most of the light fixtures blown out, there was little light. What sunshine made it this far was saturated with dust. He was barely able to see her.
“Do you have a gun?” Bean asked.
“Not in the bar. If I did, people’d be dead.”
“Uh...as long as it’s the right people, I guess.”
Jeremiah? Honey, I think—
Not right now, Mariana, I’m a little busy.
But—
Babe, please. In a few minutes.
The woman pointed toward Jim Dell and Gladys and put a double-barreled finger gun against her head. “Pop pop. His and hers Divinely-directed matching headshots.”
As though unperturbed by her threats, Jim Dell shot out the last of the mirror. Shards rained down, peppering both the woman and Bean. Most of the pieces came down on Bean’s cowboy hat and tinkled harmlessly to the floor. The woman had two bleeding cuts on her arm. With no hesitation, she sucked the blood off, which left a blood mustache smeared on her upper lip.
“Getting to be a shitty day, Mariana.”
The woman’s eyes flashed.
Yes, it is, Jeremiah.
“Seems like everyone wants me dead.”
Yes.
“I’m tired.
Yes.
“And I miss you.”
I miss you, Jeremiah, my love.
“So Jim Dell was the one?” Bean asked. “The one you saw coming for me?”
Beneath Jim Dell’s shooting, Mariana was silent. 
In that silence, Bean realized what had been bothering him. It wasn’t just JD’s scuffed boots or his bloody pants or his crooked hat. His shirt was also different. It wasn’t the deluxe-starched, button-down, boring-ass white thing the Rangers all wore.
“Son of a bitch.” Bean sat back, stunned. “Jim Dell...what’s going on?”
Two or three random shots banged against the front of the bar.
“Well...think I’m’a kill you.”
“They all trying to kill you, ain’t they?” the bloody woman asked in a whisper. “What’d you do to piss all these people off? Everybody got a grudge.”
“It’s not everybody,” Bean said. “Just him.”
“Prodigal Ranger comes home?” She laughed. “Coming home for some reckoning.”
“Jim Dell,” Bean said. “What’d you get from the cartels? Money? Drugs?”
JD laughed. “That’s your thing, not mine.”
“What’d you get? Why’d you deliver Zapata to them?” But then a different question occurred to Bean. “Jim Dell, where’s your badge?”
Laughing, Jim Dell blasted off a volley of shots. “Now we’re getting to the heart of the matter, aren’t we? I’m flying a black fucking flag, baby.”
“So you’re...unemployed?”
“Since this all came up again? Fuck, yeah, I am.”
This was bad...real bad.
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Shit.
Black fucking flag, baby.
“He ain’t a Ranger no more?” the woman asked. “Well, ain’t that too bad.?”
Jim Dell had been a Ranger since Moses came down that fucking mountain in his robe and holding the first set of unreasonable laws. That Jim Dell was no longer a Ranger left Bean’s world titled.
Mariana, why didn’t you tell me it would get this fucked up?
And how could I know that, Jeremiah?
You told me someone was coming for me, someone who wanted to do me harm. But when I just asked you if JD was who you dreamed of, you said nothing.
No, Jeremiah, I don’t think it’s JD.
And another girl to get home? Damnit, Mariana, how much more?
I love you, Jeremiah, but I don’t know everything.
Well, what the fuck good is Heaven if you can’t know every—
Shut your mouth! Jeremiah, I love you but I will beat your ass if you blaspheme.
With bullets flying around, thunking the bar, shattering every last bottle of booze and every window, Bean felt a sense of relief. If he stood up, gave Jim Dell a clear aim, then he’d be able to let his dead wife open her can of whoop ass. 
He wanted nothing more than to see her. It had been so long since she died, so long since he’d had any real family. Not politicians and criminals, thugs and junkies in shooting galleries, but someone who loved him and wanted to protect him.
Jeremiah, you aren’t done yet. You can’t stand up and let him shoot you. You have something else to do yet.
Damnit, Mariana, I don’t have to do shit. You hear me? I don’t have to—
Jeremiah, stop it.
—do a damn thing I don’t want to. There isn’t any damned make believe fairy in the sky deciding who does what. And if He is, then—
Jeremiah!
—FUCK HIM. If He’s in charge, then why’d He take you from me? Why’d He make all my people crazy? Why the fuck did He make me give my daughter away?
An explosion of gunfire answered him. And only the gunfire. Mariana was gone, as he’d known she would be. She always left during his childish tantrums, let him stew in his anger and realize he’d been a complete asshole. 
The woman with the bloody face stared at him, concern now traced in the blood. “Uh...you okay, dude?”
“Who the fuck are you?”
She shrugged. “Nobody ain’t nobody.”
“Whatever.” Bean tried to ignore the pain in his heart for having blasphemed Mariana’s God. Though his lack of belief was devout, he had never thrown his disbelief in her face. “I’m sorry, Mariana.”
“Bean,” Jim Dell said. “You dead yet?”
Bean tore open one of the many boxes of extra shells behind the bar, jammed five rounds in the shotgun, and stood. “Fuck. Off.” His voice boomed over the bar and he hung the trigger until the gun clicked empty.
His ears rang, smoke hung heavy in his face. His shoulder hurt from not holding the gun tightly enough.
“Lookit that.” Jim Dell’s voice bled excitement. “Gotcha now, mofo.”
“Get to it, then.”
But the bloody woman changed it. She yanked on Bean’s empty holster and hauled him to the floor. He crashed to his ass, bit through the tip of his tongue, and growled at her just as Jim Dell blasted away with both 1911s.
Explosions, shots that seemed so much louder than they had moments earlier, tore the bar’s air, left it ragged and stinking the stench of cordite and the tang of blood and piss and the shit of dead men voiding themselves. The concussion from each shot thundered against Bean’s chest, like a repeated kicking from a school yard bully. Glass shards—mirror bits, window bits, chunks of liquor bottles—pelted Bean and the woman. 
And still the guns fired. Round after round after round. Was Jim Dell a fucking magician? Could he make rounds appear from thin air?
“Stop.” Bean was exhausted. Not from lack of sleep, not from too many late-night poker games, not from fighting with Bassi or Tommy-Blue or Andy and his gun thug, but from everything, going back years and years. From Mariana being dead, from Angela being dead, from his father losing his mind and dying bloody in the desert. From his grandmother taking her own life and drinking her own blood while she did it. He was tired from everything and he wanted it all to end.
Now.
“Stop. No more.”
Jim Dell screeched a laugh but kept shooting.
“Stop it.” Bean’s voice boomed, louder even than at Johnny’s, yet impotent in the teeth of so much noise. “No more.”
“Judge?” the woman said.
“Jim Dell, we’re done. Whatever you think I’ve done, and I’ve done plenty, we’re done here. You shot Mariana. I know it, you know it. I can cash it in now that I know that. You were getting paid by the cartels, you gave them Zapata, Mariana found out, you tried to kill her. When that didn’t work, you came up with the bullshit story you guys fed the media. Well done. Well played. You win all the marbles. Now you can have me.”
“You are totally batshit crazy, aren’t you?” Jim Dell asked. “Talking completely out of your ass.”
The woman covered Bean, pressed him deep into the stained floor behind the bar. “Shhhhh...Hell cain’t go on much longer than forever.”
But it could, couldn’t it? It could go on from a birth night until a death night. It could continue on eternally in a man’s head because there was nothing else to fill it except madness.
“He’ll be done, run outta them bullets unless he knows the Kennedys and then we’ll get him. Okay? We’ll get him. We’ll tear his head off and shit down his—”
When the world exploded, her words were lost. There was a piercing, high-pitched whine, then a short yelp, and the crash of the bar coming apart at the seams. Wood and glass, sheetrock, beer signs, parts of the jukebox. All of it in missle-like projectiles. Flying everywhere, bursting through what little glass was left in the windows. 
A tornado? Fuck, I didn’t even hear the storm.
“Son of a bitch.” Bean tried to shove the woman off.
“No,” she said. “Stay here, I’ll protect you. I’m magic.”
Pieces of chairs, parts of tables, crashed against the back wall, where the mirror had once been and crashed down on their heads. The woman covered Bean’s head with her hands and arms, both suddenly spouting blood spots from cuts. Bean shoved her beneath the bottom shelf of the bar.
“I’m the only safe place you have right now.”
Jim Dell’s triumphant howls disappeared beneath the tornado’s scream. His shots stopped suddenly. 
Did the tornado snatch his guns?
Or maybe it did Bean a favor and snatched the fucker right outta the bar, guns, dirty hat and all. Maybe Jim Dell was flying through the west Texas sky headed for a stray cow or something. Maybe the tornado would shove his head deep into the cow’s ass.
Goat impaled on the front of a truck, anyone?
Bean opened his mouth to laugh but—
—Nothing. 
Dead silence. As sudden as the tornado had struck, it was gone. Air full of debris and dust, dirt and the smell of destruction.
But no sound. 
Am I dead, Mariana?
Didn’t I promise you an ass-beating if you died?
Yes, ma’am.
Are you getting said ass-beating?
No, ma’am.
Then obviously...
Mariana...I’m so sorry.
Hush, Jeremiah. I love you, even when you’re an asshole.
His heart dead in his chest, Bean motioned to the woman to stay put. Her face was still bloody, but now also crusted with dirt. She nodded as he crawled out and carefully peeked around the corner of the bar.
The bar was gone. Some blasted by gunfire, the rest by...
“Fuck me running,” Bean said.
...by Digger and his ’75 Nova.
He was still behind the wheel of the car...which sat at an angle with its front bumper hooked on the far corner of the bar.
“Digger?” Bean didn’t see Jim Dell at all. Nor anyone else. “You dead?”
Digger shook his head. “No, but I might’a pissed myself.”
“So you were trying to get to the bathroom?” Bean clambered over the bar’s wreckage to the car.
“Jim Dell was going to kill you. I couldn’t shoot him. I kept missing.” He turned away from the Judge’s gaze. “I was trying, Judge, I really was.”
“Digger?”
“Judge, I’m sorry but I just couldn’t get him. He was moving so fast. Hiding behind the tables and everywhere else. I just couldn’t hit him.”
Was the man crying? Bean had never seen him like this. “Digger, you did your best. That’s all I ever asked.”
“Well...I tried, but I couldn’t put a bullet through that little fucker.”
“So you ran him over?”
He chuckled. “Well, no, ’cause that’d just be stupid. I tried to distract him so you could shoot him. That didn’t work, either.”
“Then you tried to run him over.”
Digger shrugged. “Well...yeah...bar was already shot to shit. Gonna have to rebuild anyway. Didn’t seem like we lost much going this route.”
Bean felt the laugh start deep in his gut. Hysterical, almost painful, laughter that made him cry, made his head hurt and his hands shake. “Well, when we find him, you get dibs on both of his 1911s. How’s that sound?”
Now Digger laughed and Bean heard the same hysterical sound in his friend’s throat. While Digger laughed, Bean tramped through the rubble, stared out the gigantic hole in the front wall. Two or three of Digger’s regular customers, cowboys and ranchers from deep in the county scrub, stood outside, their mouths gaping, staring into the bar.
“Judge,” one of them called. “You okay?”
Bean waved, tried to smile. He wrenched the dented car door open and helped Digger out. Yeah, the man had pissed himself. They stood in the pile of what had been the bar. Somewhere under it all was Jim Dell.
“What about Reuter?” Bean asked.
Digger shook his head. “Didn’t see her. Or her husband.”
Didn’t surprise Bean at all. Jim Dell had been firing like a madman. Bean was surprised anyone had survived.
“We’re going to need a fuck of a big broom to clean this mess up,” Bean said.
 
 
 



 
32
 
But Bean didn’t clean up the bar. He went to bed. 
And slept without dreaming.
Most nights passed with the Sandman wielding a sledgehammer, beating Bean’s dreams into a twisted relic of what they’d once been. This night, even as he slept, he knew he wasn’t dreaming and some part of him was glad of it. Some part of him was glad that he didn’t have to deal with the voices and images that drove him crazy every night.
Hah hah...drove him crazy. Funny stuff. 
If this whole black market judicial bullshit doesn’t work, you ought to hit the comedy circuit.

Funny...except it was so true and scary. 
Since junior high school, when he’d discovered what secrets the yellowed pages of old newspapers and family Bibles and black and white photos had kept hidden from him, he’d known it was coming.
The Madness.
A proper noun, something made inevitable by becoming that proper noun, something he could never fight. Now it was right around the bend and he well knew it. On the horizon, staining whatever life he had left with streaks of orange and yellow, a wildfire that refused to play nice with firefighters and just kept coming and coming, burning everything in its path.
But this night, built upon a day of death and destruction, of a young girl stolen from her family and raped countless times, he didn’t dream of The Madness. Tonight, with cordite stuck in the hairs of his nose, with the sting of cut skin his companion, The Madness was only a fleeting thought here and there, like wisps of someone else’s life glimpsed through curtains opened by a summer breeze. 
Yet at the same time, as he slept and the clock’s red eyes slipped past 12:34 and 1:52 and 2:17 and further still past 3:01 and crept up to 4:00, part of him wanted the dreams. Part of him wanted the perverse comfort of seeing The Madness. Yeah, he hated it and it was going drive him to suicide one day very soon and holy shit he wanted nothing more than to rewrite his entire DNA sequence to rid himself of the insanity, but somehow, in spite of all that, it was comforting. 
Even as he sometimes cried himself to sleep or drank to filthy and embarrassing excess, he knew he looked forward to the dreams and voices every night. Not because he enjoyed those visions, not because they brought him some revelatory understanding of life. But because it had become ritual. They were what his nights were about. And when, on the few occasions when a night—and his head—was filled with silence, it almost drove him back into his bottle. 
The Madness had become perversely companionable by its very presence. And when that presence was gone, the world was a bit out of joint. 
What he wanted tonight, as fear ached his muscles and pounded his head and dried his throat, was Mariana. He wanted to see her, to talk to her, to know when he would see her again. He wanted to dance with her as they so frequently danced while she lived. He wanted to hear her music and smell her perfume.
And he wanted what belonged to her, what meant more to her than anything else in her life except her family.
What he—her husband and lover and confidant—had managed to lose.
Might have been easier, his sleeping-head sold him, if he had sold it. Because there could have been only one reason to sell it...more Horse. So if he had sold it, to get the drugs his system desperately craved, then chances were pretty straight up he wouldn’t even remember selling it. 
Instead he lost it.
In a poker game.
And he remembered every moment of it. A game of seven card, with the Joker traded up as high card. Dealer’s rules and that dealer loved putting together goofy shit to trip players. Sometimes the ace was high card, sometimes the deuce. For that game it was Joker high card. And Bean had been so close. Just a card, maybe two, from taking the entire hand and maybe the game.
But Mariana’s property had been the last thing he had left and what tortured him was that he hadn’t given it a second thought. When he realized that was all there was, he’d thrown it on the table; nary a hesitation. 
That fucking last card never showed. Some punk from Zachary City had snatched up the pot.
Which included Mariana’s Texas Ranger badge.
Bean had tried to get it back. “Come on now,” he’d said. “I didn’t realize that thing was in the pot.”
The winner had frowned. “What? What are you talking about?” He’d looked at the game’s host. “The fuck is he talking about? What kind’a game you running?”
“Judge,” the host had said. “I’m not really sure what—”
Bean had shaken his head. “Look, I been hitting the juice pretty hard. Not really fair to get me drunk and then take me for everything.”
“Get you drunk?” Confusion had rocked across the winner’s face. “You think I’m trying to get in your pants or something? What the shit is going on?”
“Bean, ain’t nobody made you drink.” Another player, a sheriff’s deputy he played with a few times a month. “You got a taste and you indulged too much. Your own fault. Wha’choo always say on the stand? Personal responsibility? You need to tee up some’a that for your ownself.”
“You guys don’t understand.” Even these years later, Bean could taste the panic on his tongue. He had stalled. “Look, I don’t want—” His mouth had dried. “It’s just that—Fuck.”
“I’m outta here,” the winner had said, heading for the door. “Thanks for all the swell money, gents, I’ll spend it in good health.” He had fingered the Texas Ranger badge. “Not sure what the crap I’m’a do with this. Ebay, maybe.”
“Can’t sell badges,” Bean had said. “Illegal.”
“Yeah, probably can’t gamble with them, either,” the host had said. “But I’m sure we’re gonna overlook that, aren’t we?”
“Wait. Look. Okay, here’s the deal. Damnit. Didn’t want to have to do this...but...I’m not letting that son of a bitch walk outta here; not with Mariana’s badge.”
The winner had squared up, chest all puffed and ready to war. “Yeah? And how the fucking fuck are you fuckin’ gonna stop me?”
The Judge had laid his hand on his empty holster. “All of us are going to stop you.”
The man’s eyes had flitted around the room and Bean easily saw the panic. The guy had suddenly wondered if he’d been set up. 
“You cheat,” Bean had said. “We all saw it. Cheated every hand. Problem is you’re so bad that even cheating you lost some hands.”
Every once in a while, these years later, Bean saw in the sunset the same shade of explosive red as in the winner’s face when he’d called him a cheater. The man had launched himself across the room, slammed hard into Bean’s gut. They’d tumbled to the floor and the next thing Bean remembered was waking up with a hole where a front tooth had been, his head on fire, and blood all over his face. 
In an alley and still without her badge. 
Four years and he hadn’t seen it since.
The only time he wasn’t thinking about losing her badge was when he was thinking of The Madness and remembering exactly what happened to his father and his grandmother.
A single razor with two sharpened sides, both capable of leaving him dead.
“So why not just fucking do it myself...now...and be done with it?” his dream-self asked Mariana.
Because you’re not done, Jeremiah.
“Fuck this shit. I’m done. And I’m tired. I’m not interested anymore.”
Jeremiah, you—
“I’ll get Chelle home. Then I’m coming home to you, Mariana. That’s just how it’s fucking going to be.”
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Bean opened his eyes. Not slow. Not moving from a deep sleep netherworld to a sort of sleep-purgatory and then moving into wakefulness, but quick.
Snapped open. 
Because someone was here. 
In the room? Next to his bed?
He listened intently to the dark. Heard stifling, west Texas heat, an undercurrent of chilled air, the dim hum of the air conditioner unit just outside his bedroom window. 
Nothing else. 
Without moving his head, he tried to see his entire bedroom. Moonlight stumbled through the window like an aimless drunk staggering on the sidewalk. Dresser. Closet door...closed. Bedroom door...open. Chair with clothes piled on it.
No odd shadows, no unexpected movement, nothing darker than usual.
Bean moved, just another toss and turn in a fitful sleep, and looked at more of his bedroom. At his clothes and wallet, the loose change jar, his boots, his grandmother’s empty holster hanging on his bedpost. Those things, those bits and pieces of a life that accumulated almost without awareness, had been touched. They’d been slightly moved, slightly altered. It was an almost indefinable sense of violation, of his world being just a few degrees out of plumb. 
The air around those things was also different. In Bean’s house and in his lungs. This new air, violated air, didn’t have the same taste as the air in his house. And the night sounds hit his ears differently. A different timbre. The quality of light coming through his bedroom window was different, too.
He found the .380 beneath his pillow. Already had a pop in the pipe and a full magazine. He could war if he needed to.
Who exactly you warring with, Bean?
Hell, just from today it could have been Bassi, Echo, Jim Dell, Tommy-Blue, Andy, Reuter. His heart tripped when he realized all of them was dead except Reuter. Go further back in Bean’s history and there were scores of mopes and low-lifes and gun thugs who wanted him dead.
And whoever this was, they had chosen to come at Bean clothed in the dark, close and personal...in his house. 
He’d been here before, too. Years ago, still a Barefield resident, still a respected presiding justice of the peace. After he’d given his daughter to Catholic Charities. After he’d signed the paperwork that had given his flesh and blood to another family so that she wouldn’t have to live with the madness of her father.
Angela had gone to her new family. Never said a word, never cried a tear. Her silence had torn Bean’s heart right out of his chest. But three weeks later, she’d slipped quietly in through an open window during the night. Hours later Bean woke and went through his morning ritual, getting more anxious as the minutes ticked past but without understanding why.
Then, as now, the air had been different. What had become solo air—Bean had been the only person living in the house—was suddenly the air of a duet. It moved differently through his nose and lungs, sat more heavily in the back of his throat.
When he had gotten out of the shower, his towel had been moved. From one side of the vanity to the other. He’d stared at it for a few minutes, wondering if The Madness was on him, then had come out of the bathroom with a .25 in hand just in case it hadn’t.
Standing there, wet, his phallus on display, he’d found Angela.
The tears on her face hadn’t hidden the redness around her eye. Her hands had been grimy and the knees of her little-girl jeans ripped out.
“Please, Daddy. Don’t send me away again. I’ll be good, I promise. Please keep me.”
He shoved the memory away, tried to burn it down in the fiery anger of knowing someone else was in his house now. Miles away and years later and it was happening again.
But this time, he could see a faint glow.
The fuck is this?
The place should be dark, quiet. It should be exactly as he left it. Instead, his desk lamp burned steadily. A tall lamp, tower-shaped, but with a shade of fuzzy pink. Bean had gotten it from a client as a thank you. A big gal, last name of Heing, went three hundred if she went a pound. Fiery red hair, flashing green eyes. On the run from snatching money from a shitty, hands-on boss in Los Colinas and then another in Houston. She’d requested Bean’s help divvying the take between her and a raggedy, junked-up partner.
Lightly, quietly—both damned tough for a man better than six-five—he slipped out of bed. Again naked, again armed, standing on the threshold between bedroom and hallway. His room was at the end of the hallway, a bathroom and second bedroom between him and the open area that was his living room, kitchen, and dining room. It wasn’t a huge house, certainly less than he could afford, but more than enough for a man with no family.
Dead still, he listened, heard nothing except his own breathing. He tamped it down, breathed more slowly and deeply, the way Mariana had taught him. Tactical breathing, she called it. Didn’t want the bad guy to hear you breathing and know where you were.
But the converse of that was, obviously, that if Bean could hear the bad guy breathing, he’d know exactly where the son of a bitch was.
Let me find you, asshole, and I’ll solve the problem here and now.
Why come in the house but not wake him or kill him? Why creep the place like a common street burglar?
Holding the .380 out like a lead-loaded talisman, Bean stepped quietly to the bathroom. The door was open. He hesitated, listening, then turned the light on and plunged in, finger already squeezing the trigger. Harsh white incandescent banged against the white ceramic fixtures.
“Come into my house? You son of a—”
The tiny room was empty. 
He eased off the trigger. Took a deep breath, realized his hands shook like an old man’s.
You are an old man, Jeremiah.
Not now, love, I’m a little busy.
Turning back toward the hallway, he swallowed into a dry throat.
Let’s go, pussy, find him. Kill him. Dump him in the Rio Grande.
Knowing the bathroom light would cast a halo around his body, and that was assuming the man had been deaf enough not to hear Bean yelling in his own bathroom, Bean moved quickly into the second bedroom. He went for the light switch, hoping to blind the guy, but found nothing.
“Damnit.”
It was like the switch was dancing, sliding around the wall avoiding Bean’s touch. If he reached high, the switch went low. If he reached low, the switch rushed backward or forward. And the whole time, that fucking light from the bathroom highlighted him. It burned around Bean’s edges, giving the guy a perfect target. Bean ducked, dodged, weaved and bobbed, tried to keep himself blurry so the killer couldn’t get a bead on him.
Damnit, where was the switch? It obviously wasn’t moving. Yet it wasn’t there. It had been there for years. Where the fuck—
He heard it then. The smooth click of metal against metal, of a hammer being eased back, of a finger putting pressure on a trigger.
Of the man’s slow, easy...relaxed...breath.
Bean fired. The room still dark, he fired three times, each shot defined by a streak of orange flame reaching across the room. In their glow, he saw nothing and once the gun roared he couldn’t hear anything, either, but knew the guy was dead, laying in a pool of blood and pulverized bone. 
“You fucking come after me?” He found the light. “You think you can—”
No one. Just like in the bathroom. Three holes stared at Bean from the walls. He whirled, sure the guy was behind him and the entire thing had been a set up, but the hallway was empty.
“Damnit.” 
Bean’s voice bellowed the way it had in court, the way it had in Johnny’s yesterday when Bassi tried to screw him. 
Sweat rolled down his dented forehead, sheened every inch of his skin. His fingers were thick and stupid and his legs trembled. For all that, he stormed down the hallway, raging and howling. 
“Don’t know who the fuck you think you are, but we’re done. Right now.”
Anger burned Bean like a blow torch cracking open his skull, searching for the soft gray sweetmeat inside.
“You looking for loot?” Bean laughed. “I got nothing here. You think I’m that stupid? Keep this place loaded with the millions I’ve got? Idiot.”
Gun up, finger on the trigger, already applying pressure. Because the shooter was sitting on the couch, Bean knew it. Sitting there next to the pink lamp he’d left on. Bean had no problem killing him while he sat there.
Into the living room, the trigger just about at the end of its pull.
“Fuck!”
The room was empty. Bean’s eyes darted everywhere, seeking every hiding, probing every single place the guy could hide.
“The fuck are you? You invade my house but can’t face me?”
Bean tore through the room, knocked the pink lamp hard against the wall. The glow died as he went through the kitchen. Then back again through both bedrooms, the bathroom. Into the garage, breath hot and heavy in his chest, sweat dripping down his back. Around the perimeter of the house. He kicked aside paving stones as though somehow the guy had found a way to hide beneath them.
Then he stood on the dirt road, barely a carved rut that connected him with the other two houses and what had been Digger’s bar. He looked up and down as the first glints of early morning pink stained the sky.
It was useless and he knew it. The guy had come and gone. 
Back inside, winded as though he’d run a marathon, Bean sat heavily at his desk. The lamp was in pieces but still a menace. A simple pink lamp, turned into a dark message—a threat—from whoever it had been.
Reuter. That was his bet. 
I’ve been here, the message said, and I can be here again. Anytime I want...
“Tee it up, then.” Bean ground his teeth. “I take all comers.”
He stared at the lamp. She had creeped his house, had sat at his desk, and turned the lamp on...and left it on. Nothing big and obvious, nothing that called big attention to itself. Just a small, assured act.
She was obviously dead calm and that left Bean dry-mouthed. Bad guys usually came at him like Bassi had: loud and obvious and built on emotion. Always easy to smash. But Reuter was exactly as he’d seen in court yesterday. She’d been thoughtful and serene and controlled.
Bean stood, blew hot breath. The sun was visible now, already tossing heat across the landscape and harsh, angled blasts of light into his home. He shoved Reuter from his head and focused on Chelle. Get her home, then whatever is whatever and he didn’t really give a rip.
It was that moment, as the sun eased up over the horizon and painted the air hot, as the dusty smell of south Texas began to shove its fingers up his nose, he realized Reuter hadn’t simply creeped his place. Looking for money or a way to threaten him or whatever the fuck it was she was doing. 
She had found the picture. 
A picture of Bean’s family. Minus him, of course, because he’d been elsewhere.
The only picture Bean had, in fact.
Of Mariana, of Angela.
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Flash-frozen, immobilized by surprise.
After a moment, maybe a lifetime, he whispered, “What the fuck?”
Then his voice boomed throughout his house, rammed into walls, came back at him exponentially stronger and louder. “Where is it?”
The picture was gone, the glass in the frame shattered and strewn around the corner of his desk and down to the floor, the frame itself broken.
“Where is it? Damnit.”
Bean yanked the desk drawers open, pawed through everything. The picture wasn’t there. He shoved everything off his desk, went through it on the floor. No picture. All around the desk, his heart pounding against his ribs, maybe cracking them, maybe snapping them like twigs underfoot. 
“Goddamnit, where is it?”
He tossed everything, piece by piece. Pens and pencils, a stapler, random pages from newspapers and magazines, a now-broken ashtray with his long-ago campaign motto on it, an empty Don Julio bottle, a couple of USB cables that went to who the fuck knew what.
But no picture.
He stormed his living room, irrationally looking under couch cushions and in the pockets of shirts he’d thrown across chairs and over the table. He knew he wouldn’t find the picture in those places, knew it was gone and that Reuter had taken it, but to stop looking would be to admit the picture was gone forever.
Because Reuter had stolen Bean’s women. She’d broken the glass, violated the only two women Bean had ever loved. Dead or not, those women were Bean’s family, the only family he’d ever truly had. 
This picture was all Bean had—aside from his internal bloody demons—of those women together. In a box, stashed away in a corner of an unused room, there were some letters. From Mariana, to Mariana; love letters between them. Mariana to various people, family and friends, letters she’d written while in the hospital with the gunshot and later while waiting for labor to start. Some Bean had sent, most he hadn’t because in his grief he hadn’t given a shit about anyone else. There was a picture or two, as far as Bean could remember, that Angela had drawn in pre-school, but nothing else that had both women in it.
None of it touched since you sent Angela away.
Because reading those things, reliving those memories, were worse demons than what he already carried around with him. In their very banality, their very routine-ness, they were harsher demons that what Bean carried in his skull. They were reminders of what could have been, of what had been, for the briefest of moments.
But you kept their picture? On your desk? Where you could see it every day? And carried Mariana’s badge with you every day until you gambled it away? 
“Welcome to my hypocrisy,” he said while moving the over-sized CD boombox and looking beneath it.
The picture had lived on the far side of his desk where his eyes naturally fell when he worked. Thus wife and daughter were always within easy eyeshot. Simple psychology, Bean knew, keeping them as close to him as he could. It was the same reason he had carried Mariana’s Ranger badge with him. Something that belonged to her and that he believed drew them closer almost magically.
When she’d been a little girl, growing up on the far side of Zachary City, she’d had a neighbor who was a Ranger and every weekend, when their families got together, Mariana listened to his tales of chasing and catching bad guys, of tracking child molesters and arresting crooked politicians and recovering bank robbery money.
That shit had fired her imagination. Every moment from the time she understood what a cop was, that was all she’d wanted to be.
But not just a cop...a Ranger.
Seven years working for Zachary County Sheriff’s Office. Three as field training officer and next in line to be promoted to detective. Offered a spot as a crisis negotiator, then as an instructor at the academy, then as head of internal affairs.
All of which she’d turned down.
With a snort, Bean shook his head and fell to his hands and knees to feel under the easy chair. “Had to be a Ranger.”
Arms full of experience, of commendations and accolades, she had walked across the street from the Zachary County Sheriff’s Office and had gotten a job with the Department of Public Safety. That was the first step to being a Ranger. Five more years on the road, dusty west Texas highways rather than dusty county roads.
When it finally happened, promoted extremely fast to a Ranger, they’d celebrated at Johnny’s, feeling silly and lightheaded. Their faces had been slathered in sauce from finger-eating Johnny’s ribs, more than a few empty Corona bottles on Bean’s side of the table, none on hers. Her Ranger badge sat between them, encased in a brand new black leather wallet. It was the focal point of dinner, a mystical presence that assured them their life was on the right track.
During that entire dinner, Mariana’s fingers had continually played on that badge. She touched it to make sure it was real and that the entire thing wasn’t just a dream.
Her smile wasn’t her usual smile, which was a strong, confident thing filled with teeth that sat perfectly on her almond-brown skin, but a crooked thing. Lopsided and floating all over the lower half of her face as though it couldn’t figure out where to sit.
“What the hell is your problem?” Bean had asked. “You’d think being a Ranger was all you ever wanted or something.”
“Not the only thing, Jeremiah,” she’d said around a mouthful of cornbread.
“Well, yeah...’cause you always wanted me, too.”
“Yeah, like a brain tumor.”
“Ouch.”
She’d stared at him, her eyes wet and shiny, her hands trembling as she wiped her mouth. “I think we should name her Angela.”
She hadn’t yet been pregnant, that would be a couple years in the future, but she wanted that name.
Angel...
The picture was old and worn, perfectly smooth where his fingers had touched it so many thousands of times. It had been taken moments after Angela’s birth, when Mariana was sweaty and disheveled, when Angela was crinkled with traces of blood still on her and wrapped in a pink blanket.
That birth wasn’t supposed to happen. Not then. Tests and calendars and doctors all said it was weeks away...six or seven at least. So that night Bean had been in Zachary City, focused on his political future rather than his family’s future. It had been a meeting Mariana had arranged with some Zachary County bigwigs who were friends of her family. Two hours after the picture was taken, after a frantic phone call from a friend who’d been called by one of the delivery nurses, Bean raced from the Petroleum Club in Zachary City. He’d banged through dusty county roads, red-lining his little Ford Ranger truck at a buck ten. Two rabbits had gone under his wheels, one armadillo, and damn near a ranch dog randomly wandering the shoulders of the road.
What he didn’t know, and wouldn’t know for a while longer, was that as he drove he was already a single parent.
But the picture led a dual life. Yeah, it was memory of something he never had, but it was also accusation from both women in his life.
Why couldn’t you be with me instead of in Zach City?
Why couldn’t you be with Mama instead of sucking up campaign cash thirty miles away...
Breathing hard, with nowhere else to look, Bean sat back on the floor, his back against the couch. Tears streaked his face, choked his breath. The picture was gone.
Jeremiah, I’ve never said that to you. And our Angel never did, either.
“It’s stuck in my head, Mariana, true or false, I can’t stop hearing it.”
It’s your own guilt, baby.
“No shit there,” Bean said. “I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you or your picture. I’m sorry she found our picture.”
I’m just glad she didn’t find you, baby. She could have killed you. ’Course, that would have been good for me, huh?
In spite of his anger and exhaustion, Bean chuckled. “Death comes for me, so be it. I’m not scared.” 
She laughed and though it was at him, it was still such a sweet sound. Baby, you’ve spent most of your life scared. Terrified you weren’t going to be a good father because your father wasn’t and his father wasn’t. The only thing you ever wanted was to have a family.
“Thought of a family scared me to death.”
Shouldn’t have. You were a great father.
“Yeah...so great. Gave my daughter away. Twice.”
Yes.
“She’s dead now because of me.”
Didn’t have anything to do with you, Jeremiah. Had to do with a shitty system and neglectful adoptive parents. She went silent for a minute, then, Does your arm hurt?
He was rubbing his right arm. At the elbow. “Damnit. I’m sorry, Mariana.”
It was the first place he’d ever shot up a hot blast of heroin. Eventually, he’d shot up all over his body, but that first time, when his hands trembled and his breath hitched and he damn near pissed himself, the needle had torn the skin at his right elbow.
That tiny little prick had been the beginning of the nightmare. Up and down his body; elbow, thighs, between his toes, in his balls, under his eyelids. Any place he could find a good vein hidden from public view and he’d rock that big H into his blood and fuck everything else. 
When he’d finally stopped, phantom pains had begun almost instantly. Always in his elbow. A throb and ache that sometimes were dull and thudding like a hammer against his bones but other times were sharp and hot and made him think of a superheated piano wire jabbed into his brain. 
He realized his arm hurt now, sitting on the floor, someone else the new owner of his family. The pain never truly went way, but it had been on the ebb for a few months. Now it thundered back. 
His phone rang. Startled the shit outta him. He jumped, growled, and snatched it up. “What?”
The explosion of anger and gibberish was a white-hot icepick sunk deeply into his brain. He rocked away from the cell but still heard that voice clearly. 
“The fuck is this?”
The voice, medium deep but oddly genderless, never slowed. Nor did it make any friggin’ sense. It was the sound of an animal in pain.
Like what I always imagined Daddy’s madness would sound like when it got around to filling my head.
“Reuter? Where’s my fucking picture?”
Total gibberish, like the head cases and skin poppers who came before his bench while unmedicated or still swacked on the narcotic of their choice. Somehow Bean managed to pluck a few words from the torrent of syllables. “Bullets,” and “Kennedys” and “direct descendent of Christ.” Then more nonsense, more babbling.
Holy balls...she’s total crackers. Not as calm and serene as I thought. Fuck, did I ever misread her.
“...God does anything I ask, I only have to pray at pre-determined times...”
Bean laughed. “God does shit, you imbecile. It’s the great cosmic joke.”
“Budda is one thousand and sixty-three years old than Christ and that means everything changes.”
“Shut the fuck up.”
“Christ and I are coming. We’re coming. For you. Gonna drink your blood.”
“Bring some ribs...we’ll use it as a sauce.”
The line went dead and Bean stood, squeezing the phone until his knuckles howled.
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Ten minutes later, Bean found Digger at what was left of the bar. Digger had five men, two with shovels, one with a pitchfork, tossing pile after pile into a construction dumpster. 
“Clint and his boys,” Digger said. “Figured they wouldn’t mind working off some of their debt.” Digger chuckled. “They couldn’t get here fast enough. Drove straight through from San Antonio.”
“Lemme get this straight: you crash your car into your bar and hire men whose gambling markers I hold...in other words, I’m paying to clean up your mess?”
“Well, I did save your life...again.”
Bean ground his teeth until shooting pains filled his head. “Had a visitor last night.”
Both of them watching the clean-up crew, Bean filled Digger in on Reuter going through his house, stealing the picture, then phoning him. Dust hung in the air, floating around the men as they talked. Occasionally one of the working men glanced at them, but went back to work immediately when Bean glared at him.
Digger nodded. “She’s got an itch, obviously. So what do we do?”
Burn her down, Bean wanted to say. No questions, no answers, no words at all. Find her and burn her down and move on.
“I don’t know yet, but I damn sure know she’s coming back here. So first and foremost, stay outta the way of her fucking bullets.” 
“Wanna talk to Pope?”
It was a standing joke. Sheriff Pope’s deputies were good at cleaning out unacceptable riff raff. The acceptable kind—those who paid early and often—were left alone. If a new player came sniffing around, Pope would sit back and watch, quietly offering his services to both parties, collecting money for those services but not actually letting his men step in.
If Bean came out with his hide intact, then business would return to normal. If he didn’t...well, all good things come to an end, don’t they?
Ending now?
Maybe not ending, but sure as shit circling around to something. Everything felt as though it was headed toward a particular moment in time. It hadn’t started with Bassi or the badge or even Jim Dell gunning everyone down on some sort of revenge tour. It had been coming for months, maybe longer. Fewer criminals coming to see him, smaller scores than in the past. His clientele was suddenly low-rent to a degree he’d never seen before.
So many things, each adding up to something clawing at his brain.
Bean watched Digger as Digger watched his clean-up crew. Was Digger making a play? The man had been loyal for years, but doesn’t everyone get itchy for something better and bigger eventually? Was Bassi a set up? It was Digger who convinced Bean to use him again. If so, to what end? All that had done was fuck up the deal with Little Lenny. The only percentage Bean saw there for Digger was to make a delivery himself to Little Lenny. Maybe that was it, but Bean had always believed that if Digger were going to step up, he’d go the other way. Rangers, FBI, BATF. As far as Bean knew, they had not a single clue he was out here working the sticks, but if they were told, they’d love to get a finger inside. As much iron and money as ran through here? Shit, it’d tingle all their balls. 
Step carefully, Bean. Watch where you put those feet and step damned carefully. 
“How’s Chelle?”
“Sleeping,” Digger said. “She was a little freaked out by the gunfight. I put her in my second bedroom. Told her she could lock the door if she wanted. Asleep like that.” Digger snapped his fingers. “Soon as she wakes up I’ll get started on her. Damn, I wish you’d caught that bitch in your house.” He made a finger gun and fired it. “Blam and finish her off. Can’t do shit until we know what she’s doing.”
“Maybe,” Bean said, staring at the rubble.
“Maybe? Maybe what?”
Bean shook his head. “Maybe that’s not who creeped it.”
“Who, then?”
The clean-up men Digger hired worked fast. Shovelfuls of crap into the demo dumpster, the front end loader gingerly moving through the pile. Digger caught his gaze and followed it.
“Are you fucking kidding me? He’s dead.”
Bean licked his lips. “Find his body.”
“Judge, Jim Dell did not survive that bullshit.”
“Bring me his body.”
“So you can see he’s dead? Judge, I’m telling you he is.”
“So I can burn it. Then we’ll both know for sure.”
With a sigh, Digger nodded. “Anything you say.” His eyes fell behind Bean. “The fuck is this?”
It was the woman who’d been in the bar during the shootout. But where her face had been covered in blood and dirt, now it was washed clean, bright and shiny in the morning sun. 
Except for the mustache.
Just like Mariana had had in his dreams.
Is this who I’ve been waiting for? I thought it was a man. I thought it was whoever was killing everyone—
Jeremiah, baby...this is her; the one I dreamed of.
The woman stopped a couple of steps from the men, her gray eyes locked tight and hard on Bean.
“Judge Royy Bean...I presume? Royy Bean, II?”
She held out a hand but Bean let it hang. 
“This is who, Mariana?”
The woman’s eyes flashed, tightened. Her hand dropped. “What’d you say?”
Our daughter, Jeremiah. This is—
“Angela,” the woman said. “You’re my daddy...and I’ve been waiting a long time.” She snorted. “A really long time.”
She reached behind her, came up with a .45, and fired. The bullet felt like a boxer’s homicidal blow to his chest.
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Digger fell away from the shot. Bean had the notion of Digger peeling away from him and Angela like the side of a building peeling away after an explosion, or a jumper falling forward off a high bridge to steel-hard water twenty stories below.
Bean hit the ground hard and massive pain—thudding and dull rather than sharp and piercing—stomped his chest. A crack of pain, like a cattle prod to his mouth, rocked him when his teeth slammed down on the tip of his tongue.
“Owwww...” Bean stared at a blank sky. 
Angela gaped and waved the gun. “What the fuck? Why ain’t you dead?” She was incredulous. “You should be dead. Everybody else died. One shot. Maybe two. Why ain’t you dead?”
“Who the fuck are you?” Digger shouted. He scrabbled madly, trying to yank his pistol from his waistband, but the hammer caught on his shirt. He grabbed the butt with both hands and wrestled with it. Eventually, tearing his shirt, he managed to get it out and up. His eyes were full of the expectation of death.
She’s going to shoot him, too, Bean thought. She’s here to kill us all.
Angela jerked her .45 toward Digger, froze him. “We could both shoot. Both be dead.” She shrugged. “But then we’ll never know.”
“Know what?” Digger said.
“Anything...everything.” Her gray eyes were dull in the morning sun, hair dirty hair, brown and limp, hanging dead over her shoulders. “I’ll probably know just ’cause I’m personal friends with Him. He tells me everything.”
“Him...who?” Digger asked.
Bean tried to sit up, but he couldn’t center himself beneath the pain. His stomach rolled, then lurched. Hot vomit sprayed across the ground. 
She’s wrong, Mariana, I am dying. She killed me. I’m going to see you in a few minutes. It’s been so long. Can I still hold your hand? Can we still walk in the early morning sun and smell the flowers blooming on the air? Can I still buy you a hot fudge sundae? God, I’ve missed you so much...so very much.
“God,” Angela said.
Where the hell was the blood? Shouldn’t he be bleeding? Don’t people bleed when they get shot in the chest by a .45?
Digger frowned. “What the fuck are you talking about?”
“Shut up.” Angela’s face blazed. “Don’t talk to me like that.”
“Because I gave you away,” Bean said, his voice a choked cough. 
She jerked her gaze toward him. “What? What did you say?”
“You’ll kill us because I gave you away.”
She sneered, turning her tattooed mustache into a twisted thing. “Gave me away twice. And I’ll kill you—and everyone you know—because it’s Thursday. Or because it’s eighty degrees. Or because I’ve got webbed toes. I don’t need a fucking reason.”
“It’s Friday,” Digger said.
She screeched and blasted two rounds into the ground at Digger’s feet. “Doesn’t fucking matter. You care what day you die?” Glared again at Bean. “And why the fuck ain’t you dead? He answers all my prayers...always. Why ain’t you dead?”
“’Cause he’s wearing a vest, you dumbass,” Digger said.
For a long moment, she said nothing. Her gaze danced between Digger and Bean and her mouth flapped. Confusion rode high in her eyes. “A...what? Vest?” Then she barked out a laugh. “Paranoid?”
“Pretty much,” Bean said.
The bruise on his chest was going to be a monster...like a modernist painter had gone to town on him with purple and blue and eventually yellow and green. But he wasn’t dying, that much he was sure of. 
And why not, Mariana? Has He forsaken me? Has He ignored my prayer? I want to be at your side.
Shut up, Jeremiah, and deal with your daughter.
And let’s talk about that. Who the fuck is she? Obviously not Angela because our daughter was killed in a house fire.
Even these many years later, the pain of Angela’s death bit Bean hard. The fangs were still clamped into his heart, their bloody marks still unhealed. He’d gotten a call one day and knew, from the dead silence on the other end, that something terrible had happened. It was Angela’s case worker, and she said, voice thick with fear and loss and anguish, that Angela was dead. Angela’s new parents had hired a babysitter, had gone out. They’d gotten drunk at some shitty bar and stayed out all night. While they were gone, there had been a fire. Both Angela and the babysitter were dead, nothing left of either of them to bury.
Bean had held a memorial service. On the street in front of a pile of charred debris, it still smoking even as he smoldered. He stood there, letting the smell of smoke get into his clothes and hair, and tried to remember one of Mariana’s prayers. He failed. So he’d fumbled his way through a few words of his own, weak and pathetic, and then cried as Digger had recited “The Lord’s Prayer.” 
Then Bean had climbed into a bottle. He’d tried to drown his anger in expensive booze and then, after he lost his position, cheap booze. Then cheap heroin.
I can trace it all back to those two nights...the nights I lost my women.
Fuck that. The truth was he’d gotten to where he enjoyed his booze and his drugs. Yeah, he told himself he was mourning his lost wife and daughter and once upon a time that had been true, but eventually he knew it was just because he liked the drunk and the altered state.
Until Digger had finally broken through. He’d resisted Digger’s attempts to clean him up, pushing the man harder and harder until Digger had kidnapped him, locked his ass in an Austin hotel room for two weeks, and gotten him straight.
Aside from Mariana and Angela, there was no one Bean loved more than Digger. No one Bean trusted more than Digger.
“Judge?” Digger said. “She just tried to kill you. Don’t you want—”
Bean banged a fist on the ground, shook his head, coughed. Black stars danced around the edge of his vision.
“Why ain’t you dead?” Angela asked again.
“Why—” Cough cough. “Why aren’t you—” Cough cough cough. “Why aren’t you dead?” 
Bean stared at his daughter and understood why he couldn’t breathe. It wasn’t the shot, it wasn’t the tight vest, it was that she was alive. His heart stopped, his breath stopped. Everything inside him stopped, frozen and paralyzed by the sight of this woman, his daughter, standing over him.
“Son of a bitch,” Angela said. “A vest. Unbelievable. I manage to get here, follow you all over the fucking state, and that was one damned bloody trail, get my chance to set things right, and you’re wearing a vest.” With the shrug of someone just tagged out at second base, she put the gun in her waistband. “Had my shot...I’m done now. You survived so I guess that means something. Maybe that was how He answered my prayer.”
From her pocket, she pulled a tube of lipstick and applied it liberally. A dark, almost sanguine, red. When she was done, she put the tube away, and squatted next to her father. “Look exactly like I remember. Older. Lot more mileage on you.”
Slowly, the pain still thudding in his chest, Bean sat up. “Thinking you were dead put a lot of those miles on me.”
“Maybe it was giving me away.”
“That, too.”
Moving slowly, Angela leaned in and kissed his cheek. “It’s good to see you...Daddy.”
Bean coughed. “I’m so sorry. I thought—I thought you were dead. I thought—”
She put a finger to his lips. “Shhhhh.”
“Holy shit,” Digger said. “Judge? Are you serious? Is this actually her?”
Bean nodded, his heart screaming, pained and joyful all at the same time. It hurt and it soared but mostly it seemed bigger, fuller, as though by realizing Angela was still alive, some dead piece of it had suddenly regrown, instantly reshaped, and filled the long-standing hole in his chest cavity.
I can’t believe this, Mariana. She’s here! She’s with me! She’s alive and with me!
I know, Jeremiah. I guess that God you don’t care for answered your prayer, didn’t He?
You knew. You dreamed about her.
No, baby. I dreamed about a woman who wore the same mustache you used to wear. I didn’t know it was her.
How could she have known? Bean had always known Mariana’s voice was his own voice, his own subconscious and broken heart, talking to him. How could his dead wife know something Bean’s own heart or head hadn’t known? 
Bean grabbed Angela suddenly, hard around the neck, and hauled her to the ground, hugging her tightly. “Oh, my fucking God, I’m so sorry, Angela, I made a huge mistake. A disaster of a decision. I can never fix that, but...I’m so sorry. I’ll never leave you again. I promise. We’ll be together forever. Father and daughter.”
Laughing, Angela kissed Bean again and let him hang on until his arms began to hurt from the force of keeping her close.
“Almost a family,” she said. “Almost.”
Bean released her, wiped his face. “What?”
Angela stood up, brushed the dust from her clothes. “I miss Mama.”
Bean swallowed. “Me, too, baby.”
The thump in his chest now down to a dull road, Bean let Angela and Digger help him up. He swayed for a second, then found his balance. 
“So this is all great and everything,” Digger said. “But if you love him so much, why the fuck did you shoot him?”
Angela never took her gaze off Bean. “Because he gave me away. You shouldn’t have done that, Daddy. You shouldn’t have divided the family.”
“I know, honey, but I had reasons. They seemed good at the time.”
Angela nodded. “So did mine.”
“What?”
“My family. I divided them, too. Gave my daughter away.”
“What? A granddaughter? You gave her away?” Bean’s mouth dried.
“Like father, like daughter.”
“Why?”
Red burned Angela’s cheeks. “Couldn’t take care of her. Father, I was barely able to take care of myself. Never graduated, never went to college. Damnit, do you think I had some high-powered job like yours? You think I made lots and lots of money?”
“Angela, I never made lots—”
“Sitting in judgment of people all day.” She giggled. “Well, I guess I did do that, didn’t I?” She shook her head. “Never had a decent paycheck. Had to borrow alots of money. Hard to pay back. Sometimes had to—Well, doesn’t matter.”
Bean took her hand and squeezed gently. “I’m sorry, Angela.”
“I know, Daddy, I know.” 
He’d been twenty-one years without his wife and thirteen years without his daughter and now that entire World was utterly upside down. Echo, Tommy-Blue, Andy, and Jim Dell were dead, but somehow Angela was alive. The day had delivered him something unimaginable. It was as though two moons rose in the sky, or the sun set in the east. He’d never be able to get those years back, but maybe he could make up for them in some small way. 
“Jesus Christ, Judge, how is this possible?” Digger asked, staring at Angela. “You said—”
“No blasphemy,” she said.
Bean laughed. “That’s her, all right. Mariana through and through.”
Digger nodded. “I’m sorry, Angela. Judge, you said she died in a fire.”
“I did,” Angela said. “I was reborn. The cleansing of the flames, which was what He wanted for me. Cleanse spirit and soul. A Phoenix named Angela...Angel.”
Bean hesitated. “That’s what I was told, Digger. Cops took me to the scene. I talked to the fire marshal and saw what was left of the bodies. You saw the burned house. You said some very beautiful things at her memorial.”
“You had a memorial for me?”
“We did, sweetheart. It wasn’t much. It was the best I could do.”
“Well, I call bullshit on this whole thing. She ain’t Angela. That’s just some chick running a scam.”
Bean shook his head, his eyes hard on Angela. “No, it’s not. That’s my daughter. I can tell.”
“How?”
Bean bit his lip, glanced at the men cleaning up the rubble. One came toward the group. “I don’t know, Digger. I have no answer for you. I just know.”
“Well, excuse me if I don’t buy into it quite so quick.”
“We will all excuse your ignorance,” Angela said. “That such could be unleashed on the world is a sin. But eventually, we all come to the knowledge. You will, too.”
“Uh...right,” Digger said.
“Hey, Digger.” The clean-up man stopped a few feet behind him.
Everyone turned to him. “Yeah?”
“Remember what you said? Told me to look for...something...in the rubble?”
“The bo—” Digger stopped, shot Angela a look. “Yeah, I remember.”
“Well...uh...”
“Spit it out,” Digger said.
The guy’s eyes flicked from Digger to Bean, then to what was left of the bar.
“Son of a bitch,” Bean said. 
Digger looked at Bean, back at the clean-up man. “What?”
“Sorry, Digger, it ain’t here.”
“What?”
“Swear to crap. None.”
“You sure?”
“Fuck yeah, I’m sure.”
Angela nodded. “JD is still alive. This is getting exciting, isn’t it?”
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Four hours later, after trolling through the rubble himself, they were at Bean’s house.
And reality kept colliding with fantasy.
Just like in the old days.
The old days being when he shot up and laid back on a stream of escapist fantasy.
He’d fixed food—eggs and chorizo, toast—but it sat between father and daughter mostly untouched. Bean hadn’t been hungry, but had needed something to do with himself. He’d needed to keep his hands busy, and his brain on something mindless. Because if he allowed too much of the new reality in, he might come apart at his seams.
His daughter, the one he’d given up for adoption and then driven back to her foster parents when she’d run away and come back to him, was alive. She hadn’t died in a house fire, hadn’t been overcome by flames, hadn’t been burned until there wasn’t even enough left to bury. In this new reality, she was alive. 
Alive and at his side, smiling and telling him all about her life—
...that first day of first grade...I loved going to school. Wanted to learn everything! With my little backpack stuffed full of pencils and crayons but mostly with a little, stuffed teddy bear that was my talisman until third grade...
Except reality and fantasy couldn’t be the same thing. 
“Wouldn’t send me to school.” Angela avoided Bean’s gaze, stared at everything else in the house. “Called it home schooling, but...” She shook her head, waved her hand dismissively. “I never learned anything. Spent my days trying to keep from getting smacked.”
...had Mrs. Brown in third grade and she taught me to love books...used to get awards for how many books I read...do little reports on all of them. Whenever there was a writer talking at the library, Mrs. Brown would come get me and we’d go listen...
“They fought all day every day, my foster parents. Had a shitload of kids coming through that house. A fucking assembly line. Keep the kids coming and those state checks would never stop. Yelled at each other and then would get pissed and start hitting all of us.” Her eyes stopped wandering and held Bean tightly. “That’s why I ran away. That’s why I came home.”
“And I took you back to them.” Bean spoke quietly.
Angela nodded. “Yeah. You said you were sorry, but you just couldn’t raise a daughter alone.”
“Because your mother died...”
“Yeah, except we wouldn’t have been alone. We would have had each other.”
...and then Mr. Collins said why don’t you play percussion because we have too many flute players...and I made Honor Band my first year and then marched during football season...
“Sometimes I was the only one, the only kid. I belonged to them, but the others were just in and out, checks to be cashed. And they’d get this babysitter, Rhonda. I hated her. She didn’t hit me, but she’d ignore me and lock me in my bedroom so she could fuck her boyfriend on the couch. Used to make me laugh...my foster parents sitting in Rhonda and her boyfriend’s funk without even knowing it.”
...hated geometry and algebra but loved American history...first real boyfriend when I was a junior...he had a great car and was so nice and polite...think he really loved me...
The smell had changed, gone from fresh and spicy eggs and sausage to the cold stink of greasy diner food. The stench sat heavily in Bean’s gut, a steel ball rolling around as painfully as the fantasy conversation he’d conjured up. There had never been playing in the school band or reading books for Mrs. Brown or a backpack filled to bursting with pencils and a big, pink eraser. Those were all details Bean made up to ease the black stain on his heart.
Angela sat across from him, her face cold and her eyes lost. The first few years of life, when she’d lived with him, those eyes had been full of spark and fire. Now they were lifeless and he knew he’d never see the spark again. That, more than anything, made him realize what he had lost those years ago.
“I’m sorry, Angela. I didn’t want you going through what I’d gone through with my father and grandmother. When the madness hit me, I knew it would be hard on you.”
“Harder than what I went through? Harder than being hit? Harder than being starved because they just couldn’t be bothered to feed me? They had enough food, Daddy, but they ate first and had their second and third helpings. When they were done, then I got to eat and sometimes she just didn’t fix enough.” 
She winked at Bean. “Every meal except Sunday breakfast...because that was the Lord’s meal.”
“I’m sorry, Angela.”
“And here you sit. Not crazy at all. So I guess that madness never came for you, did it?”
It did, you just can’t see it. Open my brain and you’d know.
“I remember the fire.” Angela’s eyes took on the sheen of glass. “Remember everything about it. The color? Not just yellow. It had everything in it. Red and blue. Green. It sounded like rain. Not a soft rain, but angry rain.” She cocked her head. “Like pencils. Tapping against desks. Lots and lots of pencils.”
She sniffed the air. “But the smell is what I remember most.”
“Yeah?”
“I could smell every item as it burned. The shampoo she used on me...the lye soap...their cigarettes. He had trains. Did you know that? Model trains. In one of the bedrooms. He kept it locked but every once in a while he’d let me in. Tracks everywhere. Trains and buildings and a little town with people and cars from the ’40s or something. It always smelled electric in that room, like electric current or something. When that house caught, I smelled those trains burning.” Her face clouded. “He never let me play with them, but I used to watch.”
“Escape.”
She stared at Bean with a totally flat affect. “Yes.”
“I remember the pancakes the most. When she made them you could smell them all over the house, even outside.” Angela half-smiled. “She made really good pancakes; apple-cinnamon. Bitch beat me and starved me, but always made good pancakes and let me have two...three if I wanted. Of everything, that’s what I remember most...apple-cinnamon pancakes.”
“They’d told me you died in that fire...with your...”
“Parents?” She laughed. “Hard to say, Daddy?”
“How’d you survive?”
She didn’t answer for a second, but it wasn’t hesitation. She was taking her time with her answer. “Easy to survive a fire if you know it’s coming.” 
Bean had been playing with his fork, letting it push the chorizo around the plate. Now he stopped, his balls frosted. “What?”
“It wasn’t an accidental fire.” Her eyes closed and she rocked back a little. “Daddy, I killed them.”
“What are you talking about?”
Her eyes popped open. “I wanted to kill them. I wanted to kill them all. So I did.”
“Killed all of them? All of who?”
She waved a hand. “Everyone I ever met.”
Bean watched her for a minute, thinking back over what she’d said in the bar while he’d been trying to kill Jim Dell. About guns and his and her headshots, about blood. 
Mariana...I think we’ve got a problem here.
Bean let his fork hit the plate. “You weren’t killing them.”
“No.”
“You were killing me.”
“Always have been.” She stood suddenly. “I have to go.”
“You just got here.”
“And now I gotta leave.”
“But...I don’t understand. Why’d you come back if you were just going to leave again? Please, don’t leave, Angela, we can get through this.” He stood suddenly and she jumped. “I don’t care if you set that fire. They were beating you. I care if you fought back? I care if you killed them? I’ve killed people, too. It’s in our blood.”
When she laughed, something in the sound both chilled Bean and struck him as familiar. “You think I give a shit what you think? Whether or not you care if I killed somebody or burned a fucking house down...Daddy? You give me away...twice...and when I track you down, you suddenly wanna play nicey-nice Disney fucking family?”
Bean raised his hands. “Whoa, I just wanted to—”
She leaned down in his face. “Fuck you. You wanna be family? Fine...on my terms. I don’t owe you shit. I don’t want your money. I don’t want you to come to my high school graduation or my first boy/girl dance or give me concert tickets or buy me a boob job or anything. Just stay the fuck outta my way and we’ll do it like I say.”
“What are you talking—”
“I will not be part of your penance. I am not part of your atonement. Do you even know what that word means? Have you ever looked at it? At-one-ment. You have to be at one with your own sins and guilt. I am not part of that. Do you hear me?”
Bean’s arms crossed his chest. “Angela, please, I wasn’t trying to buy you, I just want to get to know you.”
“You wanna be family?” Angela yanked the .45 from her waistband and shoved it hard under Bean’s chin. “This is my family. Not you and me...me and her.” With her free hand, she pulled something from her pocket and threw it on the table. 
A picture.
Of Mariana and Angela.
He wanted to pick it up but she kept him still, the metal cool on his skin. “Where’d you get that?”
“Mama gave it to me. That okay with you? Mama gave it to me and you gave me away. See the difference? She loved me and you hated me and so I killed them all.”
Slowly, quietly, she thumbed the hammer back and put a bit of pressure on the trigger. “I have so much knowledge. I could tell you everything He’s told me. I could make it all so clear.”
“Tell me.” His hands had been up near his shoulders but now he lowered them toward the table and plates. On his plate, somewhere, was the fork. “I want to hear.”
“All my knowledge is unverifiable unless you know how to work the gravity rods.”
She slammed her eyes closed and beat a fist against the side of her head. “He tells me all the time but I can’t tell anyone.”
Bean spoke slowly, his guts nothing but water and threatening to come up. 
This is what your God did to me, Mariana? He gave her back to me but full of my madness? It skipped me and hit my daughter. Is that supposed to be funny? A cosmic joke? Now what, Mariana? How do I handle this? What do I do?
“Angela, put the gun down and let’s talk. You can tell me anything. As long as it takes to tell me. I’m here forever, okay? We’ll do this together.”
Howling, she pointed the gun at the wall and fired three times, then jammed it under his chin again. No longer cold, the barrel nipped at him with the heat from the three shots.
Here we go, Mariana.
“Together? We’ve never done anything together. Not a single fucking thing.”
“But this we can get through. I know some doctors who—”
“I’m not crazy.” She screamed it, her words like stiletto blades slipping into him.
“Angela, I never said you were crazy. All I said was—I miss my daughter.” 
She stared at him, gun still deep in under his chin, and he thought she might cry. Instead she put the picture in a pocket and darted from his house.
Bean stood, his hands shaking, his bowels loose and hot, staring at the congealing breakfast.
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An early afternoon sun burned the dust into him as Bean crossed the wide space in the road toward the house where Digger had Chelle.
The sun he didn’t notice. The burn under his chin from her goddamned gun he did.
Fury mixed with fear which itself blended with sadness. She had threatened to kill him. She had creeped his house. She had stolen his only picture of Mama and baby. She had lied about it. 
She was struck with the madness, that was obvious. What he still didn’t know was how she’d found him way down here. Langtry West, dropped deep into the southern ridge of central Texas and riding the border like a syphilitic whore riding a cheap trick, was just a wasteland. He’d once believed he could make it a real place, with trees and yards and maybe even a few houses. But it had never taken root. It was just a two-bit stop-over, a joint with hijacked beer and booze, bad burgers, criminal intent. 
It wasn’t on any maps except those handmade by criminals. 
So how did she trail him here?
Did she trail you here, Jeremiah? Or to Barefield?
Mariana was right. Angela hadn’t come here directly. She’d started in Barefield with Echo, and Bean guessed that each person gave her a little bit more until she was here, sitting in Digger’s bar, watching her father hold court.
Which didn’t answer the question of why now? Why this twenty-one-year-old woman came back into his life? Why not after the fire? Why not when she was pregnant or before she put her daughter up for adoption?
If she had a child. Lies and killing came easy to her. Maybe having a daughter was just another lie.
What did she want? Bean had thought, initially, it was to reconnect and carve out some sort of life. Yet her leaving so quickly seemed to call bullshit on that, didn’t it?
And the fact that she shot you, dumbass.
Maybe, in her madness, she didn’t know what she wanted. Maybe she was as lost as he was and searching just as hard for some unknown thing.
Bean mounted the back steps of a small, squat, adobe house. The sliding glass door was broken, top to bottom, the glass in shards on the hardwood floor inside like a glass jigsaw puzzle. The Judge stopped and drew his .380. “Digger?”
“Judge? The fuck you doing here?” Digger came from down the short hallway around the corner. When he saw Bean’s .380, he immediately yanked his. “What?” His voice was a whisper.
Bean pointed at the broken glass. “What’s this?”
“A problem. Why the gun?”
“She threatened to shoot me.”
“Who?”
“Angela.”
“Wait...I’m real confused. Shoot you, kiss you, threaten to shoot you.”
Bean took a deep breath, blew it out hot and hard. “She lied to me. Showed me a picture of her and Mariana and told me Mariana gave it to her.”
Digger frowned. “I thought Mariana died in childbirth.”
“It was my picture, Digger. From my house. The one that got stolen.”
Bean told him quickly: the gun against his chin, creeping his house, her comments about killing everyone. Digger stared at the empty cobbled dirt road as a desert-brown jackrabbit crossed it and disappeared into the scrub.
“A daughter, huh? Thought she said her daughter was dead.”
Bean shrugged. “No fucking clue.”
“Remember she kept looking at Chelle last night? Said she was as pretty as her own daughter.”
“Yeah. Damnit. She’s got it, Digger.” Bean spoke slowly, licked his lips, avoided his partner’s gaze. “She’s got it.”
“The crazy?”
“Yeah.”
“Fuck.” Digger shoved his gun into his paints. “Well, I’m guessing she’s got something else, too.”
“What?”
Digger pointed to the broken glass. “Chelle.”
 
 
 



 
39
 
The shards shimmered, a river in a desert pisshole. They caught light from the sun and threw it back in a million different shades and shapes, in endless angles. They were jagged and hard and cut at Bean’s face and neck, at Digger’s chest and hands. They gouged the walls, sliced the carpet, and left both of the men ragged and out of breath.
“I’ve checked everywhere, Judge. She’s nowhere. No one’s seen her.”
“When did you see her last?”
“Two hours ago? Maybe three? She was still sleeping. Dead to the world, breathing slow and even.”
“And she didn’t just leave? The thing with Jim Dell scared her and she took off?”
“And broke the window on her way out just for kicks?” Digger pointed at the winking glass. “From the outside in?”
“No, of course not.” Bean leaned against the wall, his head as full of broken glass as Digger’s carpet. “Somebody came through that door.”
“That’s how I read it, Judge.”
“Angela?”
Digger hesitated. His eyes went to the broken glass, then back to Bean. “I think so.”
“No.”
“Judge, listen, I think—” 
“No.”
“Damnit, old man, listen to me. I know you don’t want to hear this, but you need to.” Digger stood as tall as he could, stared straight at Bean. “If I’m wrong, then I’m wrong, but at least listen.”
Bean ground his jaw until the muscles screamed. He wanted to lash out, to smack Digger across the face, to tell him he was obviously full of shit. But Digger had been with him since the beginning, since before everything went so bad in Barefield. Digger had never led Bean astray and had kept him alive for years. Bean owed him for that if nothing else.
“Speak your piece. Why Angela?”
“How many times did she mention her daughter? And then took your picture? And what about her staring at Chelle? Comparing Chelle to her daughter, for fuck’s sake.”
“But why...I’m asking why Angela would have taken her.”
Digger shrugged, his frustration obvious. “Did you not hear what she said about her daughter? Man, she wants her back. And going on and on about how much Chelle reminded her of her daughter. Judge, she’s filling a daughter-shaped hole with Chelle. But besides that...if she’s got your madness, no telling what’s going on in her head.”
For what felt like forever, the two stared at the broken glass, or outside, or at each other. Bean was lost. He’d focused on finding out who shot Mariana, but he’d also spent the last twenty-four hours focused on Chelle. First on saving her, then on learning enough to get her home. Was it possible Angela was jealous of the time he’d spent with Chelle? Jealous of what he was trying to do for her? 
Eventually, Bean nodded. Digger was right. Angela took Chelle and Bean knew now that he’d known it would happen. He’d felt it in the air last night. “We have to get her back.” Bean knew that as absolutely as he knew the sun wasn’t going to rise on him all that many more times. 
“I think Angela’s dangerous.”
“Yeah.”
“So...where’d she take her?” 
The nearest hotel was fifty miles away but that assumed his daughter—crap, it was difficult to think of her in a present tense—went that direction. There was one dusty road leaving out of Langtry West. It connected to a farm-to-market road which later connected to another farm-to-market. A few miles on from that there was a state road and ultimately Route 277 and I-90. There were a few back country trails she could use to slip away, but they were rough and worn and tough on both body and car.
Bean tried to conjure up everything Angela had said, both at his house and in the bar with bullets flying everywhere. He remembered her putting a finger gun against her head and babbling something about divinely-inspired bullet holes. Hadn’t she said something about everyone carrying a grudge against him?
Mostly, the things she said last night were noise in his head.
As opposed to the trip she laid on me a little while ago? That’s some fuckin’ noise.
“We got a lot to deal with, Judge, I know.” Digger wandered out of the house and into the dirt back yard. “Angela and Chelle, obviously, but you gotta keep Jim Dell there, too.”
Bean followed Digger outside. “I know.”
“If he’s alive—”
“He is.”
“Then he ain’t done.”
With each step, Digger’s worn boots sent a puff of dust into the still air. Tiny clouds followed him, junkies slobbering after their dealer. The clouds hung in the air, tinged brown but shot through with harsh sunlight, before eventually dissipating.
The junkies got their fix...then they leave. They’ll be back.
Across the dusty lot and the vague road carved out of cactus and rocks and dust, there was another house. It had been the bartender’s...dead since last night so he wouldn’t need that anymore. Sometimes the barkeep had rented out rooms to people who needed to stay overnight. But other than that, Langtry West was a pile of nothing. No plants, no elm or sycamore trees. It was dirt and cactus, sometimes a tumble weed or two. Snakes and coyotes meandered through the yard sometimes, though sometimes it was nothing but horned toads and ants. Occasionally, the air was full of windstorms and every once in a while it was full of an unnerving silence that ended up getting filled with way too much of Bean’s own head.
Langtry West was a compound, nothing more. Seventy-seven acres flung into the middle of hell, west of the original Langtry, owned wholly and completely by the Estate of Mariana Bean. So what Bean thought of as a street was just a dusty groove worn into the face of the dried earth by a handful of cars over a handful of years. 
He stared toward the remains of the bar. “Fifteen goddamned years since I saw Jim Dell. Why’d he come out of the woodwork now?”
“And where the shit he go?” Digger looked around as though he might find Jim Dell hauling himself up out of the cactus like some desert not-yet-dead serial killer coming back for a last blast. “Can’t imagine he got too far...not injured like that.”
Bean pointed toward the farm-to-market road. “Or gone completely. He run to Del Rio to save himself?”
But even as he said that, he knew it was bullshit. This is the man who disappeared into the desert with cartel soldiers, who came back not only alive but taking credit for killing a man he sold to those soldiers. He’d built his entire career on that...alleged...killing. He hadn’t run to a hospital. He’d hauled himself into the desert to lick his wounds, but he’d be back. He had to tie up the loose ends, and he believed Bean was a loose end. 
“He thinks we know.”
Digger stared at Bean. “Knows what?”
“Everything. That’s why he killed Tommy-Blue and Andy. Whoever dredged all this up has a reason for doing that. Jim Dell thinks it was one of them...or me because of Mariana...so he’s tying up his loose ends.”
“What loose ends? It was fucking twenty years ago.”
“Washington.”
Digger looked blank. 
“Jim Dell built his entire career on the back of killing Zapata. Went from Rangers to the Governor and the Governor’s a shoe-in for Washington. Jim Dell’s gonna make sure he’s part of that.”
“Secret Service?”
Bean shook his head. “But personal aide? Or senior advisor. Then turn that gig—one or two terms—into some high powered private security gig? Maybe get some government contracts...branch out a la Blackwater or something? Damn straight he will.” 
Digger saw it then. He nodded. “Yeah, yeah, gotcha. It comes out he was back-dealing the cartels and everything was a lie, that’ll pretty well fuck that dream.”
“How about an indictment or two on multiple state and federal felonies?”
The two men, each lost in their own thoughts Bean knew, headed toward the rubble. A dust, thicker than normal, hung in the air over the last bit of the pile. The men Digger had cleaning the bar site were just about finished. They stood, watching the last construction dumpster get loaded onto a truck. What was left on the ground was inconsequential.
It’s all inconsequential, isn’t it? If Jim Dell isn’t in that pile of garbage, then none of it matters.
Except...Jim Dell was Jim Dell.
Which meant, ultimately, it would be quite consequential.
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By evening, they’d been through each of the few buildings in Langtry West. They’d been through rooms and attics, through outbuildings. Bean had led the way, whispering Angela and Mariana’s names while Digger remained stone-jawed and silent. They checked the trunks of the Estate’s few cars and the bed toolboxes of the single truck. Sweat clung to them, a second skin that refused to cool and instead made them somehow hotter. Dirt was a constant companion, crawling up from their boots to their shins, covering their thighs as it covered their stomachs and backs and ultimately their necks and faces. Bean blew out hot breath, maybe tinged with a bit of fear, with every few steps, as though he might be able to conjure her up from deep inside him. That was, after all, where she’d come from...deep inside him. From his loins and heart, from his soul, from his madness.
Digger searched with his .45 but Judge Royy Bean, II was unarmed. He’d left his gun at home. Angela might be dangerous, was definitely crazed, but she was still his daughter. And truly, Bean wasn’t yet convinced she was dangerous. He understood Digger’s reasons for believing, but he simply didn’t...couldn’t. He could not bring himself to believe his daughter, from deep inside him, was dangerous to him.
She wasn’t going to kill Chelle. She wasn’t going to hurt Chelle. Angela wanted Chelle. Chelle was a replacement daughter, a replacement love. That need for that love would keep Chelle safe.
But there was something else, too. Angela had to prove to Bean that she was the parent he’d never been.
“Where else?” Digger asked after three hours.
They stood again at the broken glass door of Digger’s place. Bean stared at the glass. In the gathering evening, the jagged angles and tossed glimmers of sunlight from the shards were gone. They’d been replaced by muted oranges. Less violent but more ominous.
“There’s nowhere else. She left town.”
Digger nodded. “Yeah. So where do we start? Del Rio? Uvalde?”
Bean’s heart sank. San Antonio wasn’t terribly far east. Houston a bit east of that. El Paso west of here and the entire fucking state was spread out north of them.
“There’s nowhere to start, Digger. We can’t check the entire state.”
“But you know people, Judge. Hell, you knew exactly what was happening with Kurston’s son. You knew what was going on with Little Lenny when he was making his move and killing everyone south of Amarillo. You knew—”
“I don’t know this time, Digger.”
“Make some calls.”
Calls wouldn’t help. She was new, an unknown to the people Bean knew. Her name would lay empty and unexplored on their ears. “She’s gone, Digger.”
Digger took a deep breath, kicked at a rock on his back porch. “And Chelle?”
What else was there? She was gone. Bean had gotten her away from Bassi and the torture of Bassi’s need for young flesh. That had been an accident. Bean hadn’t known she was there, hadn’t know there was a girl who needed saving.
“We’ve done everything we can do for her. She’s a smart girl. She’ll figure it out, she’ll slip away.”
Who you saying that to, Jeremiah? You telling Digger or yourself?
Not now, Mariana.
Are you angry at me, Jeremiah? Are you pissed off? You think I withheld information? Or are you angry that you didn’t want to see it?
Bean startled. “Didn’t want to see what?”
“Judge?” Digger said, staring into the desert. He spat and headed inside. “We don’t have time for you to talk to—”
The money, Jeremiah.
“What money?” Bean asked, but he already knew. 
A small satchel, given him by his beautiful wife when she was completely suffused with the warm glow of pregnancy and with only hints of the shooting still in a bandage or two. The satchel was brown, maybe? Black? With a copper-colored zipper across the top that was tight and tough to open. “From family and friends. Good people who believe in you.” She’d hugged him, crushing the satchel between them while he tried to be gentle with her wounds and her growing child. “I love you.” Her voice had been a husky whisper. “You’re going to be the best justice of the peace Texas ever had.”
At the time, he’d thought she wiped a tear away while her head was on his shoulder.
Inside the satchel had been twenty-five grand, and ultimately it had been just enough to buy him a last few radio and TV ads and put the election away. His campaign manager had been overjoyed to see the money and had immediately bought a full-page newspaper ad that was seemingly on every page in every section of every day’s paper. It was a 1930s truck, shot through with rust and sitting in an empty cotton field atop four flat tires. Bean’s opponent’s name was adorned across the truck’s hood. 
“Tells the voters he’s old and busted,” Bean’s campaign manager had said. “And has not the slightest idea how the World works.”
The second ad they’d done as a newspaper ad and a TV ad. The TV version had been particularly effective. A kid, all dressed up for Halloween, rings an old woman’s door bell. 
“Trick or treat,” the kid said, his voice processed and made slightly eerie and intimidating.
Before the lady could say anything, the kid said, “Give me more candy...more and more and more candy. If you don’t give me enough candy, I’ll have to let them out.”
“Them who?” the woman asked.
By now the kid’s voice was completely transformed, and it sounded both scary and vaguely like Bean’s opponent’s voice.
“Them...” The kid pointed behind him and just before the ad ended, there was a split second shot of jail cells opening and criminals pouring out.
Maybe, just maybe, Bean had always had questions about where at least some of that money had come from, but he’d taken his wife’s word. And her word was that the money was as clean as the day was long. Except now it turns out she’d lied to him about what happened that night. And if she lied about that—
“Yo!” The voice boomed out of an old pick-up truck. The thing had rattled up on the dusty road but Bean hadn’t heard it. “Looking for Judge Royy Bean...the second.” The man didn’t make a move to get out of the truck, but he started laughing. “The fuck kinda name is that?” 
Bean didn’t take a step, but suddenly wished he had the .380.
“That you? I got something for you.”
“From who?”
“Wasn’t paid to talk to you, just to give you this goddamn thing.” He reached across the cab and quickly tossed a long, flat box to the ground. A deep wetness seeped through the cardboard, staining the white a dark gray. “Shit bleeding and stinking all over my truck. Should’a asked for more cash.”
With a howl apropos of nothing, the man hammered the accelerator, whipped the truck around and was gone in a spasm of dust that hung in the air like bail bondsmen hanging around Bean’s court waiting on the drunk and disorderlys. 
When the dust cleared, the box stared at him. 
“Judge?” Digger was on his porch, .45 tight in his right hand, left hand clenched to a fist.
Bean went cautiously to the box. It was stained with blood, dried, but not to a rusty brown. It was still a deep red. 
“That blood ain’t too old,” Digger said.
Bean kicked the lid open with his boot.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” Digger breathed heavily, looked around as though the owner might suddenly pop out of the dust and start shooting.
“No finger,” Bean said.
The arm lay in the box, the white sleeve tattered and bloody, white bone peeking out from a ragged shoulder cut. Blood had stained the entire inside of the box.
It was a right arm.
Missing the forefinger, a dirty bandage taped over where the finger had been.
“That’s our guy,” Digger said.
“Yeah.” Something tickled the back of Bean’s brain.
“Dead?” Digger asked.
“Will be soon enough if he keeps losing body parts.”
Digger poked at the arm with the barrel of his gun. “Wasn’t just cut off, Judge. Got a pretty big bullet hole. In one side and out the other.”
Bean looked at it and for a long moment, it was exactly the hole that had been in his wife’s leg. Through and through. Good amount of blood loss, but hadn’t torn up anything vital. She’d been off her legs for a while, then walked with a limp and a cane, then finally on her own but with a tiny gimp until she died.
It was then, staring at the hole in the arm that the hole in Mariana’s leg in his head, that Bean realized what his dead wife had been talking about only moments earlier.
“Damnit.” He kicked at the box, sent the arm spilling to the dirt. 
“Judge?”
He stared at his right hand man. Sweat rolled down Digger’s face, his eyes were hard with just a bit of fear in them. “The money, Digger. The twenty-five large. It didn’t come from family and friends.”
Digger shook his head, confused. “I don’t—”
“The campaign cash that Mariana brought me a couple of weeks before the election.”
“Okay. I remember...I guess.”
“She told me it came from family and friends, people who wanted to see me elected judge.”
“Yeah?”
“It came from Jim Dell.”
Digger gaped. “It came from Jim Dell? What the hell for?”
“A pay-off.”
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“For?”
The sun was heading toward the hard, flat line of the horizon. Shadows were lengthening, losing some of the definition of their edges. Somewhere, a truck, or maybe an ATV, blasted through the cactus and scrub. Drunks out four-wheeling, no doubt. Probably with shotguns and a cooler of Lone Star already half-quaffed. Hard to tell where they were. Sound traveled goofy in these hills and gullies.
Bean licked his lips. “Shooting her. Jim Dell was in the bag for the cartels. He was working back room deals and Mariana found out.”
“Old news, Judge.”
Bean eyed his man. “Yeah? Try this: none of them knew it until JD got in the truck with the soldiers. When he showed back up in Ozona, she was furious. She’s not a crooked cop. She probably told him she was going to Captain Ezrin or somebody. Maybe the district attorney.”
“So he shot her. Shut her up.”
“Except she lived.”
“Mother...fuck.” Digger looked shocked. His eyes blinked fast, like someone had turned up his speed. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t get him last night.”
Bean waved it off. “We’ll get another chance.”
“Good.” Digger surveyed the land around his house. “Feels like it’s all going bad, doesn’t it? Like maybe our time is up.”
“Yeah, Digger. I think it is.”
Bean stared again at the arm, rolled in dirt now, the blood drying in the dying sunlight. The bandage over the forefinger picked at his brain, but really what did it matter? Somebody knew something had happened that night. Bean had figured it out but would he be able to get any justice for it? Fuck that, would he even be able to get some revenge for it?
Or would he die trying, felled by Jim Dell’s twin 1911s?
And what about Angela? Suddenly she’s alive and Bean didn’t think he’d have any more time with her. She blew in like a sandstorm and blew out just as quickly. 
“I don’t get it,” Digger said.
“What?”
“Just seems odd. Both of them at the same time? Jim Dell and Angela. Not same year or same month, but same fucking day? Within hours of each other? I ain’t much of a believer in coincidences, you know that.”
“And that strikes you as a hell of a coincidence?”
Digger held Bean’s eyes hard. “Not. Even. Fucking. Close.”
“Karma, Digger. I’ve been headed down this road my entire life. I finally had some peace, except for losing her badge. I was going to her, Digger. Do you have any idea how peaceful that made me? My head quit screaming and my heart quit pounding.” He slapped his right arm, near the elbow. “My fucking arm stopped hurting.”
“I know, but—”
“But nothing,” Bean said. His voice had risen, taken an edge he hadn’t heard in years, since he’d lived his life in a bottle and syringe. “This is it. This is karma. This is where all my roads come together. Chelle? A fucking fourteen-year-old girl? Suddenly thrown in my path? A chance to redeem myself for what I did to my own daughter? Then JD? A chance to redeem myself for taking his blood money?” He stormed toward the ruble of the bar. “Then my daughter shows up? Come on, Digger, what can it be except karma?”
Jeremiah, you be careful, you’re getting—
“Shut up, Mariana!”
Digger’s eyes went wide.
“You lied to me. You lied to me about the girl. You lied to me about the money. You lied to me about how you got shot. I’m not here in this fucking pisshole place, Langtry West, if you hadn’t lied to me.”
My lies didn’t put you in the bottle, Jeremiah. They didn’t put the needle in your arm. That was your choice.
His steps pounded the dirt as he ran to what was left of the bar’s rubble. “My choice? My fucking choice, Mariana?” He stomped into the pile, his feet cracking broken board, grinding glass into even more shards. He grabbed some splinters and threw them straight up. They crashed down around him and he threw more. “This bullshit—all of it—is God’s choice, not mine. If He had cared for us at all, He wouldn’t have done this to us. Why, Mariana? Why has all this happened to us? You were a woman of faith, a woman of God. Why did He do this to us? Does He hate us that badly? What did we ever do to Him? I wasn’t observant enough? Weren’t you enough for His fucking ego? He had to have me, too? And so because I refused...He did this to us?”
Bean pounded and kicked at the rubble. He threw boards and broken glass, a piece of a chair, part of a table top, into the street. His howl ripped the air and the nails and broken glass ripped his hands. “Fuck Him! Do you hear me, Mariana! Fuck Him!”
“You gonna be long with this little rant?” Digger asked. “If so, I’m going to eat.”
And suddenly the energy, the anger, was spent. As quickly and completely as a fourteen-year-old boy blasting his first orgasm into his own hand. He stood in the middle of the pile of crap, his hands bloody and his chest heaving, snot and spit heavy and thick on his nose and lips. 
Bean wanted to laugh, and maybe to be angry. Instead, Bean felt nothing. Empty and closed, dry as the desert and as flat as West Texas. He was too tired, years-tired, to feel anything anymore.
Oh...bullshit, Jeremiah. You are the most feeling man I’ve ever known. That’s why the failure of our family hurts you so badly.
“Our family didn’t fail, Mariana. God failed our family.”
No, Jeremiah, circumstance did. Or karma. Or maybe it wasn’t failure at all, maybe it just...was what it was.
“I miss you so much, baby,” Bean said. “I don’t know how I’ve managed for so long without you.”
Because you’ve never been without me, honey. I’ve always been here and I’ll always be here. It doesn’t matter when you come to me, I will be here. I’ve got all the time in the world...well, in the heavens...to wait for you and I’m not going anywhere.
And then he saw her, just as he always saw her. Beautiful, slipping out of her early thirties and on the way toward her forties and getting more beautiful every day. He saw her with the glow of her pregnancy but with the mischievous grin of their first few dates and the first time they felt body against body with their hearts at different speeds and different rhythms. 
But he also saw her holding a gun, sighting down the barrel and laying three or four shots downrange.
“Mariana? They let you pack in Heaven?”
She fired again, but badly. They do. Endless ammo and the range is always open.
Bean laughed. “Been a while since you shot? Your rounds are all over the place.”
Doing the best I can, Jeremiah, under the circumstances.
“What circum—”
He stopped when he saw it. A dirty white bandage was over her right forefinger. “The hell is that?”
Baby?
Son of a bitch. The thing that had been tickling his brain slammed hard into it now, obvious and forceful and screaming to be recognized.
“Judge?”
“She’s got a bandage,” he said.
“Mariana?”
“Yeah. On her right forefinger.” Bean ran his left hand over his own forefinger. “Right here. It’s fucking up her shooting. She was a crack shot. All Texas Rangers are.”
“I’m not following, Judge.” But when Bean looked at him, Digger had gone pale. His .45, always held tight like a talisman, was shaking. “Who’s finger is that? Who’s arm is that?”
“That’d be mine, motherfucker.”
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It happened with brutal speed.
Jim Dell appeared from an SUV parked on the far side of one of the outbuildings, his face a twisted roadmap of rage, teeth bared like an attacking wolf, his eyes blazing. With a howl, he let fly with one of his 1911s. Bullets shredded the air.
“Gun!” Bean dove into the last of the rubble and took a broken, sharp board to the underside of his chin. Pain flared. “Get down, Digger.”
Jim Dell’s shirt, his jeans, even his boots, were bloody. His arm ended just below the shoulder, wrapped up and tied off. The blood had dried brown and matched the crusty brown on the side of Jim Dell’s head.
“Tired of you trying to kill me.” JD fired fast.
“I’m not trying to kill you.” Bean tried to burrow under some of the debris but there was so little left, there wasn’t anywhere for him to go. Bullets thunked the wood and dirt around him, shooting blasts of dust all around him. He pounded his empty holster, his boot, everywhere he normally kept a gun.
There was nothing.
Damnit, why’d I leave the .380 at home?
Back at his house, sitting primly in the drawer of his desk. He hadn’t wanted it to search for Angela and now he was out in the open and about to be killed because he didn’t have it.
“Jim Dell. You shot my wife.” Bean’s voice boomed over the empty landscape, punctuated, like a lung by an icepick, by Jim Dell’s shooting. 
Keeping his head low, Bean searched for some way out or some better cover. To stay here was to invite death to sit right the hell down and dine with him. The closest thing was pretty much his house, a good fifty yards away. 
I’ll never make it. He’ll know where I’m headed, he’ll pull a bead. 
He’ll kill me.
Except the son of a bitch was shooting so fast he’d be out of rounds in the next two or three heartbeats. 
There’s no way he can reload with one arm.
So Bean didn’t have to run faster than a bullet, just faster than JD would reload. He could be in his front door, get his .380, and be back parking a round in JD’s brainpan before JD could get him.
“Goddamnit, are you deaf? I didn’t shoot your wife. I had nothing to do with that bullshit. Tired of saying it.”
“The fuck you didn’t...you paid her.”
Jim Dell’s laugh snaked out between rounds. “Damn sure did do that, didn’t I?”
“Blood money.”
“Hah! That blood money got you elected.”
“Why’d you kill Tommy-Blue and Andy? Those guys, and Mariana, took your hit so you could protect the governor.”
“And now I’m going to Washington with that governor.”
“With one arm? How the fuck that gonna work?”
More rounds exploded from Jim Dell’s gun, peppering all around Bean. Getting closer. Jim Dell was finding his range. Soon enough, Bean would be dead.
You gotta move. You can’t sit here and let him kill you.
To Bean’s left, Digger moved quick. Jim Dell was concentrating on the Judge and Digger meant to circle around, try and get a shot from Jim Dell’s blind side.
To keep JD from realizing Digger was moving, Bean started a gentle snake slide to his right, toward his house. JD’s shots closed in on where Bean had been. 
“And by the way, I didn’t kill Tommy-Blue or Andy, thanks for asking. But then you knew that, didn’t you?” JD laughed, a screechy sound approaching hysterics.
Bean knew that sound, had heard it frequently from people he sentenced to jail or prison. Heard it from those who suddenly realized life was on a very different trajectory than they’d thought. 
From people who suddenly understood fear.
What’s scaring you, Jim Dell?
“JD, I didn’t know anything until someone delivered your finger.”
“And so you sent her back for more? Fuck off, asswipe.”
Bean saw it the moment JD ran out of rounds. The gun stopped suddenly—the air thick and dead and still and silent—and there was a vague sense of surprise on Jim Dell’s face. Bean wasted no time. Jumping up, he ran. His boots pounded out a frenzied rhythm across the compound.
Fifty yards and through the front window. Don’t bother about the door, just pile it through the window.

“Can’t get away, Bean,” Jim Dell said. He’d backed up toward his SUV, opened the driver’s door for cover and got busy changing magazines. “Run hard, little man, run hard.” 
Then he laughed and it was a completely different sound from moments earlier. Now it was calm, assured. Bean looked over his shoulder, still running as hard as he could, and saw a man—thin and raggedy, missing teeth when he grimaced, scraggly black hair—slowly sight a rifle on Bean. The man stood on the SUV’s running boards and the barrel gently followed Bean across the compound.
Son of a bitch. This is it, Mariana. This is how I die. Not of the madness, not of my own hand, not of a heart attack or getting run over by a semi full of dope. This. Gunned down by a cartel soldier who’s riding with a chopped up and bloody Ranger and to whom I’m just a mathematics problem...bullet goes so many feet per second at a distance of X yards with a drop of so many inches and wind of such and such speed.
I love you, I’ll see you soon.
Bean knew what adrenaline did to a body. He knew about auditory exclusion and time elongation and myriad other crap. He knew his house hadn’t gotten any further and that he hadn’t slowed down, but right now, no matter how many times he put his feet down, that house got no closer. It was a desert mirage, floating in Bean’s vision and head and madness but not actually there. 
Will I hear it? The crack of the firing pin against the primer? The explosion of powder spinning the lead through the barrel? Or maybe the bullet splitting the air? Will I feel it? When the bullet rips through my skull or severs my spine...will I feel it or will I just suddenly be gone?
There was no sign of Digger and Bean knew he might already be dead. A wild fantasy blasted through Bean’s head...Digger arriving at the last second, taking out the cartel shooter with a single pop behind the ear, then disarming Jim Dell and holding him until Bean sauntered up, .380 ready to war.
And then? How you want to finish that fantasy off? Shoot Jim Dell? Saving yourself and Digger? “It was self-defense, Your Honor.” Bullshit. Let’s talk like adults, Bean, you shoot him and you do it for a reckoning. Or maybe simple revenge.
You want to shoot him, Jeremiah, because you’re mad at me.
Yes.
Because I lied to you.
Yes.
And that was the truth of the last twenty-four hours, wasn’t it? Mariana had lied to him in the months before Angela’s birth and he was angry about it.
Ah, the smell of hypocrisy, Jeremiah. You lied to me...before and after I died...but you’re pissy that I lied to you.
“I know! Goddamnit, I know!” Bean’s feet pounded, his heart angry in his chest, his hands clenched to fists not because he ran, but because he desperately wanted to hit something. “I am a hypocrite. I am a coward.”
“Here we go, Judge.” Jim Dell’s voice carried high and hard on the still air. “He’s got you in the sight picture, Judge. Another second...you’ll be dead. Here we go!”
“I am not the man I wanted to be,” Bean said to Mariana. 
Worse, I am not the man I promised you I would be.
“Hear that? He jacked a round. Your killing’s coming...just a second more.”
“Not today.”
A single shot. Low and deep and Bean knew one of Digger’s fat, slow .45 rounds was making mash of the soldier’s head.
“Son of a bitch.” Jim Dell howled and started laying out bullets like a carpet.
But not toward Bean. 
Please, God, don’t let him kill Digger. Don’t let him kill my best friend.
Praying, Jeremiah?
“Yeah.”
Good, baby.
And then his house was in front of him, looming like a teen-aged girl’s father on date night. He dove from five feet away and crashed through his living room window. Glass shattered around him, bounced off the couch with him, sliced him. He rolled to the floor and scooted to the desk, grabbing the .380 from the drawer. Chambered a round, drew a quick bead on the SUV and fired off all seven rounds.
The gun clicked empty and the air went silent again.
“Well, that was fucking stupid,” Bean said to no one.
Damned SUV was at least forty yards away and his .380 had an effective range of about fifteen steps. Hell, even if he’d hit Jim Dell, it probably wouldn’t have killed him.
Taking cover behind a wall, Bean looked outside sparingly and carefully. Nothing moved and the air was silent. On the far side of the SUV, partially visible at the front end, he saw a downed pile. The soldier.
“Digger?”
No answer.
“Jim Dell?”
No answer from him, either.
“Where the fuck are you, boy?”
Jim Dell was waiting for him to come out. And probably Digger was waiting for Jim Dell to show himself.
Breathing deeply, trying to slow it, trying to let the adrenaline clear his system, Bean ejected his empty magazine and banged in another. He grabbed a second full one and stuffed it in his pocket. He also grabbed his Glock 26. A tiny little gun. He stuffed it in the back of his pants.
For agonizing minutes, ten...twenty...forty-five...Bean remained where he was, partially hidden behind a wall, the .380 in front of him, a talisman. The wall clock—cut from sheet metal and polished to a high sheen and shaped Texas and painted with the flag—never stopped, never hesitated. It cranked off seconds and minutes as though Bean had nothing but all the time in the world. Sweat coated his face dripped and sometimes hit his hand, sometimes fell to the floor in dime-sized drops. “Where are you, Jim Dell?” His voice a whisper. Five or six times he checked his gun, made sure there was a round in it, checked his extra magazine, eyed the shotgun hanging on the wall. The heat burned into the air and dust, baking everything into a sledgehammer that banged hard into him. His breath was forty-grit sandpaper in his throat. “Come on, come on. Let’s giddy-up.” On the far side of the SUV, the sun twisted and distorted the air and everything danced on the heat waves but nothing moved. His eyes burned, stinging with sweat and concentration. The silence bit into him, scaring him. Langtry West had a thrum all its own, a rumbling sound that was omnipresent, built, Bean believed, on the ghosts that consumed everyone who visited this compound. But now even that rumble was silent, as though the ghosts were even waiting for the next move. “Where the fuck are you?”
He would wait Jim Dell out. The man was impatient, always had been. Sooner, much sooner, rather than later, he’d start mouthing off. He’d try to draw him out. And Digger would be right there.
And this whole bullshit would be over. No more shootings, no more murders, no more bullshit. It started with Jim Dell twenty plus years ago, went through Mariana, through Zapata, through God alone knew what other crap in Austin with the Governor, then through Tommy-Blue and Andy and now it would finally be done.
Except...
Said he didn’t do it. Said he didn’t shoot them.
Bean blinked the thoughts away. Of course the man said he didn’t kill Tommy-Blue and Andy. What else was he going to say? He’d never admitted to anything in his life, why start now?
Except...
“And so you sent her back for more?”
He’d said that last night, too. Bean hadn’t really thought about it and if he had, he’d have assumed JD meant Reuter. 
But what if he hadn’t? What if Jim Dell had meant something else entirely?
“Prodigal Ranger comes home...for some reckoning.”
It hit him hard then. A sledgehammer to the skull. “She knew.”
Angela had said it in the bar, during the gun fight. She’d known JD was a Ranger. Bean thought back. No one, that he remembered, had said word one about JD being a Ranger yet Angela had known.
“All across the state.”
Angela had said that, too. She’d called it a bloody trail.
And he knew now, with absolute certainty, she’d followed that bloody trail straight to Bean. But not because she’d simply followed it.
Because she’d created it.
Angela had found Jim Dell Perkins and snipped off his finger. She’d sent that finger to the only place she knew...Johnny’s. Probably asked about him and they said, “Yeah, the Judge comes in whenever he’s in town. We’ll get it to him.” Then she followed him to Echo and Tommy-Blue and Andy. She’d been watching and waiting for a chance to kill her father.
After nearly an hour, Bean could see the SUV in a different light. The sun had marched away from Langtry West and its rays came in at different angles. Now, lower to the ground, they lit up the SUV’s undercarriage. 
There wasn’t a single body, there were two. The soldier and Jim Dell. The side of Jim Dell’s head was gone and flies already buzzed the mess.
Bean breathed deeply.
“He’s gone, Mariana.”
And good riddance, Jeremiah.
Hands shaking, barrel of the .380 dancing, Bean stepped through his broken living room window, kept his eyes both on the garage and SUV but at the same time on the entire silent, empty compound. It was as if he were the only person left. The World had Raptured, maybe, leaving just him.
“Digger?”
As he moved toward the outbuilding, he began to realize Digger was dead. The man who’d kept him safe was dead and his daughter was gone and there was nothing left for him.
“Now, Mariana? Can I come to you now?”
Silence answered.
With every step, his gun lowered, his heart grew heavier. Halfway there, he realized he was crying.
But when he stepped inside the outbuilding, he realized he was fucked.
Digger wasn’t dead.
Neither was Chelle.
Angela sat on a barrel, a gun pointed at him. Digger and Chelle both were bound and gagged on nearby chairs. Digger was badly beaten and Chelle had a smear of dark red lipstick on her cheek.
“Daddy! I didn’t think you’d ever get here.”
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Bean stopped in the doorway. His hands shook, his heart had stopped, and his breath was frozen despite the heat. He raised his gun until it was pointed at his daughter.
“You gonna shoot?” She smiled. “Maybe that’s a good idea but I don’t think you’ve got the balls.”
“I’ve killed before.”
“And you might again. But ain’t gonna be today...and sure as fuck not me. You’ve felt guilty since you did it, remember?” Her gun, winking silver in the late afternoon light, moved easily, dispassionately from Bean to Digger. She rubbed the tip against his skull.
“It was you.”
The gun stopped moving. “Me? What was me?”
“The killing. Echo. Tommy-Blue. Andy.” He pointed to Jim Dell’s body. “Him.”
She shook her head vehemently. “No, fuck no. Not me. You can’t blame that one on me.” She jammed her gun toward Jim Dell. “That was all your boy.”
Digger stared hard at Bean, trying to tell him something, though Bean didn’t understand the message. The man’s head was bloody, already bruising purple and blue. He drooled around the ball gag, a long string of saliva that dripped from mouth to chin to thighs. An open wound ran the length of his right arm—his shooting hand—and was still bleeding, though it was starting to slow. 
Slowly, Digger nodded. Yeah, it said, I got Jim Dell for you, Judge, but I couldn’t do anything about her. 
“Thank you, Digger.”
She laughed, a mocking sound that ground like glass against Bean’s ears. “Ain’t that sweet. So fucking sweet.” She spat on Digger’s face. “Never said thanks to me for anything.”
“What have you done that I should thank you for?”
“I came back, goddamnit.” Her eyes popped open. “See what you made me do? You made me blaspheme.” She swung the gun toward Bean. “Do that again and I’ll kill you.”
Bean nodded. “You cut off Jim Dell’s finger and sent it to me.”
“Finger? Dude, I cut off his entire arm. Was going to send him to you piece by piece.”
“Why?” Bean kept his gun up, but began to move foot to foot, hoping he could cut some of the twenty feet between them. Closer in, guarantee his shot didn’t hit Digger or Chelle. 
“Daddy, how stupid do you think I am? If you take another step, I’ll kill all three of you and go home.”
Bean stopped. “And where’s home?”
“Where ever I want.”
“Are you taking Chelle home?”
Angela smiled and for a moment, just long enough to be forever, Bean saw Mariana in his daughter’s face. Her mother was in Angela’s face and grin, the angles of her cheeks and the way her lips were off-center when she smiled. Angela’s eyes were the same brown, but a subtly different shade; more fierce and powerful, somehow less loving.
“Her name is Bethany.”
Chelle’s face was empty, as though this were somehow just another thing to be dealt with. Bean wanted to see fear but Chelle had already seen so many things, been subjected to so many horrible things that being held at gunpoint by a crazed woman probably meant little.
“Bethany? Okay. Are you going to take Bethany home?”
Angela’s face pinched, her eyes closed for just a moment. She took a deep breath. “Bethany’s home is with me...where ever I am.”
Oh, Mariana, how do I do this? How do I talk to her? How do I keep Digger and Chelle alive?
“Bethany is your daughter?” Bean asked.
Now Angela flashed anger and thrust the gun toward him. “I’m not stupid, asshole. I’m not crazy. I know she isn’t my daughter.” She leaned down and gently kissed the top of Chelle’s head. “...the daughter I—The daughter I should have had.”
“Where is your daughter, Angela? Where is my granddaughter?”
“Not your granddaughter! Not yours. You fucking gave me up, you hear me? You gave me up...twice.” Anger rode Angela high and hard, hot blood suffused her face as spittle flew from her lips. She waved the gun maniacally. “You gave me up so you get no claims on me or my daughter. You keep your hands off her. You hear me? You keep your hands off me and her.”
Bean swallowed. Hands on her? Was that a message? Was that an admission of molestation? By who? Her foster father? Someone else?
Christ, Mariana, was it worse for her than I imagined? Did they rape my daughter, too? 
Angela’s rage stopped suddenly. Her head craned, a puppy hearing a new sound. Her muddy brown eyes snapped to Bean. “Are you talking to her?”
A hand grabbed Bean’s throat. “Talking to who?”
“Mother. Are you talking to her?”
The hand around Bean’s throat squeezed, hard and tight. “Angela, listen to me, okay? I am your father and Mariana is you mother. We always will be, until the end of time—”
“He will dictate the end of time, not you.”
Her affect was completely flat, as though there was no one home inside her head. Or maybe a heart that was completely empty. 
“And whenever He chooses to make it the end, both your mother and I will still be your parents. But your mother is dead, Angela, you know that. She died—”
“The night of my birth, I know.” She shook her head. “That was a night, wasn’t it? The birth of your daughter, the death of your wife. And you were where, again? Oh, wait, I remember, sucking down campaign cash to win your election.”
“Yes, Angela, I was away. I was campaigning for office. I will never live that mistake down. But you were premature. We didn’t expect you for another month. If I’d thought you were going to pop into the World that night, I’d have been there. I’d have been in that delivery room. I’d have held your mother’s hand and swatted your bottom to give you your first breath.”
She shook her head. “You swatted my bottom enough.”
“Angela, I never touched you.”
“Throwing me out wasn’t swatting my bottom? I ran away, Daddy, and came back to you and what the fuck did you do? You threw me out again. You sent me back to that hellhole so I could be starved and raped and beaten again.”
And from there, she had burned the house down, had killed her tormentors. And then years later, she had come looking for her father, the man who’d thrown her out. And on the way to him, she’d killed and killed and killed again.
“I was afraid.” Bean talked, filled space, tried to think of some way to get everyone out of alive, but his brain had shut down. Fear or surprise or simple exhaustion, he didn’t know.
For the first time, Angela’s face became something softer. Through that softer filter Bean could see Mariana clearly. “Afraid? You’ve been afraid?”
Bean tread carefully. “Every day of my life, Angela.”
“Of what?”
“The madness. My father’s madness. It belonged to my grandmother, too. And my great-grandfather and who knows all before that.”
“I’m not crazy.”
Bean held out a hand, as though offering it to her. “I know you’re not, Angela, and that’s not why I had to send you away.”
A single tear rolled down her cheek. “Then why, Daddy? I just wanted to be your daughter. I just wanted you and Mama back...a family. Like it should have been. Why did you throw me out?”
“Because I was afraid I would have the madness. I saw what it did to my father, Angela, and to my grandmother. The pain was awful. Seeing it put fire in my head and—”
“That’s how it feels.” She nodded. “Like fire. That I can’t put out.”
“I know, baby, I know. I was so scared that I’d hurt you or kill you...or worse. I had to send you away to protect you.”
“Bullshit.” She shouted and fired suddenly. The bullet went through the back window of the SUV. Shards danced on the air, catching the later afternoon sun, a harsh yellow-orange, and looking like nothing so much as colored confetti. Chelle jumped a little and slammed her eyes closed. Digger kept his eyes on Bean, waiting for some signal, some flick of wrist or nod of head, that would tell Digger endgame was at hand.
“You didn’t do it to protect me, you did it to protect yourself.”
She’s right, Mariana. Maybe not completely, but partially. I did it because I was selfish, because I didn’t want to be a father if her mother wasn’t at my side.
“You talk to her all the time, don’t you?”
Bean nodded. “I do, Angela, yes.”
“Does she talk back?”
“I think she does. Digger thinks it’s my subconscious.” He shrugged. “Either way, I guess, as long as I get an answer.”
“She never answers me. I call her all the time. She never answers.” Angela put the gun to her head. “Did she not want me, either?”
“Angela.” Bean said it sharply, sharper than he’d intended. “Cut the bullshit. Your mother loved you deeply. She lived to bear you. She wanted nothing more in life than to be your mother. If she had lived...? We would have been the family you wanted.”
She faltered, the gun wavering against her temple. Eventually, it came down and rested on Chelle’s shoulder, barrel toward Digger. Digger continued to watch Bean.
“I love you, Daddy. Mama, too.”
“I love you, Angela. Now can we let those two go? Just you and me. Anything you want. We can talk. We can leave this place. We can do anything you want. Give me a chance to prove myself.”
“Proof is water.”
“Uh...I don’t know what that means.”
“Because I exist on a higher plane.”
“I’m sure you do, Angela.”
“Don’t fucking patronize me, goddamnit. I won’t take—” A look of horror slipped across her face. “Son of a bitch. How do you do that? How do you make me blaspheme so much?” She grinned and put the gun against Digger’s head. “Make me do that again and there will be blood punishment.”
Bean held his hands up, placating. “I’m sorry, Angela, I wasn’t trying to patronize you.”
“So if she talks to you so much, how come you don’t know what happened that night?”
The sun fell, lengthening shadows and twisting them out of shape. Bean had no idea how much time had passed but it felt like the beginning of forever. Usually, about this time of the evening, coyotes howled and barked, playing among themselves. Tonight, there was nothing, just as the ghosts of Langtry West were still quiet, still holding their breath.
“I know you don’t know because you kept asking that Ranger. You kept telling him he shot Mama.”
“He did.”
Angela shook her head, reached into her pocket, and produced a letter. It was crumpled, torn through the middle. “He didn’t.”
Bean frowned. When he looked at Digger, Digger was staring at Angela. 
“She told me to live with integrity.”
Bean thought for a minute. “Your mother.”
Angela nodded. “She wrote me this letter.”
He remembered it then. She’d written it while in the hospital while waiting for labor to begin, while letting the nurses and doctor check her and prod her and poke her and make sure what was slowly becoming a premature delivery was going to go smoothly. A sealed envelope with “Angel” scrawled across the front, written in Mariana’s spiky hand. It had been just another part of what the staff had given him, sealed in an oversized plastic bag, when he claimed her body. Clothes, shoes, purse, the letter, a magazine she’d brought with her, and her Texas Ranger badge.
Bean had wanted to read the letter then and there, but it was written to his daughter and he refused to violate Mariana’s confidence. Ultimately, Bean couldn’t really remember what happened to the letter or the rest of the shit in that bag except the badge.
“It was in the attic, Daddy. With all her love letters and her clothes and her police stuff. All that stuff you never threw out. Why did you keep it?”
“I couldn’t bring myself to get rid of it. It was your mother’s, it helped me remember her.”
“Then why didn’t you ever look at it? Why didn’t you ever show it to me? I found it myself.”
A question Bean couldn’t answer. 
“She told me to live with integrity because she hadn’t.”
“What?” 
Mariana, what is she talking about? You had more integrity than anyone I’ve ever known.
Did I, Jeremiah? Then why did I lie about that night?
“I know what happened that night, Daddy. She told me. She said she had failed and it was because of Jim Dell Perkins.” A gleam shined in her eyes. “I found him. I found them all. The entire team. They paid for what they did to Mama.”
“What’d they do to Mama, Angela?”
“Jim Dell didn’t shoot her, Daddy.”
Bean frowned. Sure he did. That was how it played out.
“She shot herself.”
“What?” 
“That was her failing. She let Jim Dell talk her into going along that night and that he convinced her a gunshot wound would be the icing on the cake.”
“She didn’t shoot herself. That’s idiotic. Makes no sense.”
Doesn’t it, Jeremiah? For that much money? All that campaign cash...and those last couple of ads that won it for you? Those ads didn’t appear magically, Jeremiah. Someone paid for them.
So that was Jim Dell’s payoff? Not that he shot you, but that he convinced you to shoot yourself? Jim Dell convinced you a bullet hole was good for the story but couldn’t take it himself? Why, Mariana, why would you do that?
To get you elected, Jeremiah. Everything I did was for you and our daughter. Don’t you dare question me, don’t you dare do it.
Bean’s anger bubbled over. “Damnit, give me the letter.” He moved toward her, moving quick, his hand outstretched, his .380 on the floor behind him. “Tell me what happened.”
“Stop.”
But he didn’t. “Enough of this bullshit. Put the goddamned gun down and give me the letter.”
“Blasphemer!”
She yanked back the hammer.
“No,” Bean said. He lunged for her.
The gun blasted, ear-splittingly loud, and he saw spatter on her sleeve.
“Judge...” Digger. Quiet and ragged, breathing hard.
Bean looked at him, the stench of burned gunpowder and raw blood heavy in the air. “Oh my God. Digger.”
At Digger’s side, Bean watched the blood pour from a chest wound, the air sucking hard though the hole.
“Judge,” Digger said again. “I’m sorry.”
“Shhhhh, this isn’t your fault. It’s mine.”
Digger shook his head. “I had to...Tell Timmy I loved him.”
Bean frowned. “Timmy? Sure, Digger, I’ll tell him. Do you know where he is? Do you know...”
Digger’s eyes emptied. They never closed, there was never a final gasp, or a word. It was just over. Quiet and simple and bloody.
Bean turned on Angela, furious, anger boiling his blood until it was a bloody steam. “What the fuck? Are you fucking crazy? Why’d you shoot him? You’re mad at me and so you shoot him? What the fuck for?”
“To kill them,” Angela screamed. “To kill all of them.”
Bean made a grab for her, but she jammed the gun against Chelle’s head. “Come on, then. You don’t mind giving girls away...wanna see her brains? I can give them to you, you bastard.”
Bean halted. “Hang on, Angela. That’s not what I want. Let’s talk about this.”
“It’s all talked out, Daddy.”
“To kill them all,” Bean said. “Echo...Tommy-Blue...Andy...Digger.”
Angela nodded, smirked. “To kill them all. To kill everyone you ever knew. To kill everyone you ever loved. Just like you killed everyone I loved.” 
“Angela, I never killed anyone you loved.”
“You killed Mama.”
Bean gaped. He’d been miles away, Angela had said it herself. 
“If you’d been there, you’d have been able to save her.”
“Angela, it was a medical problem. I’m not a doctor, there was nothing I could do.”
“You’re the daddy,” she screamed. “Daddies can fix it all.” Tears were openly on her cheek now, staining tracks through the dirt on her face. “Daddies can fix everything. They’re supposed to fix everything. Why didn’t you fix everything?”
She cried and for a moment, Bean was too shocked to react. He stood there, his feet suddenly clay. His daughter, carrying a full measure of his family’s madness while he had none, crying about a family broken before she was even an hour old.
Angela’s head went down, but she glanced at him through the tops of her eyes. “I’m going to kill your life the way you killed mine.”
Chelle stared at Bean, her eyes full now, telling him to move. Telling him to get the jump on Angela while he had the chance.
Telling him to save her and finish what he’d promised to do...to get her home.
He dove then, arms outstretched, hands looking to get around the barrel of the gun, looking to snap that gun out of his daughter’s hands or at least turn the barrel away from everyone. 
“No.” She howled. 
She yanked the trigger and her first shot went wild, more toward Bean that at Chelle. Chelle’s eyes grew to gigantic Os and she threw herself to the floor away from Angela.
When Bean reached Angela, she slammed him across the face, backhanded, with all the force of her .45 behind it. Pain flared huge and red-hot and he stumbled sideways, hit the ground hard next to Chelle. Her eyes were huge, begging and pleading. She tried to speak but behind the ball gag, all he heard was the fearful tone. 
“Angela, stop,” Bean said. He was on his back. “I’m your father, do what I tell you.”
“You’re not my father. You gave me away. You’re not my father.” She jammed the gun against Chelle’s head. “And she’s not your daughter...I was.”
“Angela!”
When she fired, the bullet exploded Chelle’s head. Blood and brain matter spattered Bean and Angela. He shoved himself away from Chelle and managed to grab the Glock from the small of his back. He fired once, quickly, and Angela yelped and fell against the wall, her right shin shattered. Her gun went skittering away toward Digger’s body.
Bean jumped up and jammed the gun toward her. She stared at him, still crying, arm bleeding.
“You told Digger you had to get her home. You told him you had to get that girl home to her mother.”
Bean, breathing heavily, said nothing.
“Why couldn’t that girl be me?”
“It was you, Angela. Mariana wanted me to get you home to her.”
“I’m so tired, Daddy. I hear her all the time, Mama, I mean. I hear her in my head all the time but she never talks to me. I talk and talk and talk but she won’t answer. She won’t stop talking, either.” She dragged her ragged fingernails over her forearm, digging hard until blood appeared. “There are so many bugs, Daddy. All under my skin, crawling inside me. Make them stop. Please.”
There was no shouting now, no screaming or anger, just a melancholy that reached deep into Bean’s soul. He wiped a tear away.
Which of these women are your daughter, Mariana? The killer or the little girl crying about the voices in her head? Crying about the madness that my blood gave her?
Both of them, Jeremiah. Both of them are our daughter.
She would continue killing, Bean was certain of that. She would say it was to destroy Bean’s life but when that was done, she would find another reason. She would keep killing. Perhaps continuing to find young girls to take Bethany’s place, if there had ever been a Bethany, and to eventually kill.
I can’t do this, Mariana.
You have to, Jeremiah. There is no other choice. You can’t let her hurt anyone else.
But this?
Stop her hurt, Jeremiah.
I remember what you always said to me, Mariana. “God is God.”
Yes, Jeremiah.
“Life and death belong to God, not you.” How many times did you tell me that?
Jeremiah, all I can tell you now that is your daughter—our daughter—is hurting. Stop her hurt.
“She’s right, Daddy. Stop my hurt. I can’t stop it. I’ve tried. I need you, Daddy, to fix me.”
“Do you hear her?” Bean asked.
Angela nodded. “I do.” She looked at him, then at Digger and Chelle. “I did that, Daddy. I just want to see my mother. That’s all I’ve ever wanted.” 
Jeremiah, please.
“Daddy, please.”
The voices became one, a single woman, bound to him by blood and history and violence.
He fired twice. Quick shots. Rapid succession, his cop friends called it.
Angela slumped against the wall, and left a bloodstain as she slid to the floor.
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Three hours later, Bean had all three buried.
He left no markers, not even simple wooden crosses to mark them. Jim Dell and the cartel soldier he left where they were, in bits and pieces near their SUV. Soon, probably tonight, the coyotes would discover the feast. By tomorrow morning, tomorrow night latest, their bodies would be scattered from the outbuilding to all points in Langtry West.
He’d stopped crying within an hour, though his heart still hurt. He’d packed up a very few things from his house, left everything else, and walked out. He’d planned on taking the SUV registered to the Mariana Bean Estate, but if the law did come this way and find this mess, that name would be all over the computers and radios. Eventually, he’d be stopped or some enterprising cop would randomly run the license plate and pull him over.
He wasn’t going to jail, though he was most assuredly guilty of a great many things. Murder, drug smuggling, extortion, to name three quickies. But the real guilt, which Bean had always believed came from within, was for what he’d done to his family. To his wife and daughter, and Digger. It was so much more than what a simple charge of murder connoted.
No, he would not go to jail. Even in protective custody, assuming he got it, he’d still be a former justice of the peace. Every breath he drew would be an affront to inmates and criminals. He would not let the system or the inmates have the pleasure of killing him.
Instead, he would go to Mexico. He would find a secluded place and live quietly whatever years he had left. Or he’d find that secluded place and contemplate the suicide that would complete his family reunion.
“Hey.” A gruff voice. Deep and threatening.
Bean, walking away from Langtry West on the single dirt road, stopped. The man was behind him.
“Bean? That you? Judge Royy Bean, II?”
Bean turned. “Son of a bitch.”
Jason Grimes. An agent with the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms.
“How’s it going, Jeremiah?”
“Royy. I’m Royy. Jeremiah died a long time ago.”
Grimes nodded. “In that delivery room, you told me once.”
Jason and Mariana had been friends from their time at the police academy. She had introduced them at the wedding. Mariana and Jason had stayed in touch after that, and Bean had stayed in touch until his life crashed down around Mariana’s death.
“I gotta take you in, Jerem—Sorry. Royy.”
“For?”
“Anthony Gilmore was my partner.”
Bean shrugged. “And he was?”
“Wearing a sombrero when you killed him.”
“Sombrero Man was a Fed?”
“We’ve been looking for you since you left Barefield. Kept yourself well below the radar.”
“It cost me a lot of money.”
“I’ll bet it did.”
Silently, Jason held out a badge. In the last bit of light from Langtry West, it winked.
Mariana’s Ranger badge.
“I heard about it pretty quick after you lost it. Took me a year to track it down, another three months to steal it.”
“You stole it?”
“From the idiot you gambled it away to? You bet I did. Broke right the fuck into his house and took it.”
“You’ve had it ever since?”
“Until I could give it back to its rightful owner.”
“She’s dead.”
Jason grimaced. “You know what I mean.”
Bean took it, reveled in the warmth. “How’d you find me?”
“Timothy Matthews.”
Digger’s son.
“Had himself some trouble behind some weed. Possession, intent to distribute.”
“So squeeze him to squeeze Digger?”
Jason nodded. “Shitty way to do business, but...You can’t fault Digger. He was trying to save his child.”
“I don’t fault him at all, Jason, but we all swim in shit.”
“That we do.” He looked around the flat horizon but very little was visible in the half-moon. “I’m sorry about Angela. And Digger. Who was the girl?”
Bean gave him the quick version. 
“Swimming in shit.”
Bean nodded. “Swimming in shit.”
Jason held out a pair of handcuffs. 
Bean shook his head. “I’m not going to jail.”
“Don’t be stup—”
“I’m going to Mexico. I’m going to grieve my wife and my daughter. I’m going to grieve my friend Digger. Will you let me do that? Why can’t I do that?” He spat on the road in Jason’s direction. “If you want to arrest me, you’ll have to beat me bloody to get those cuffs on me. Or just shoot me in the back. Either way, I don’t really give a fuck.” 
The men stared at each other for a few seconds. With a curt nod, Bean turned away from the Fed and kept walking.
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“WHAT THE HELL IS IT?”
 
Barefield, Texas...don’t just pass through.
It’s on a centennial plate, the letters styled out of a lariat. There weren’t too many plates, maybe five hundred, and the town’s centennial was the same year as the American bicentennial so it didn’t get much media play, at least outside Barefield.
But for those people in Barefield, Barefieldians, I guess you’d call them, it was significant; mostly because few of them believed the town would survive a score of years, much less ten decades. It was just a watering hole, after all; another jerkwater stop on the steel-horse line running from Fort Worth to far west Texas where locomotives choking on the desert sand could take on water. 
In reality, even today not many people think about the survival of the town. With bills and few jobs, with an economy that contracts more than it expands, with troubles and headaches eating at their edges, Barefieldians simply don’t have time for accoutrements to their civic life like commemorative plates. Barefield simply exists; yes, in the past and maybe in the future, but definitely in this moment.
Barefield is a hard town.
Where hard, sometimes ugly, things happen.
In this town, men have killed fathers and sons, mothers have chosen to take bullets to protect children. People have died and killed, both for love and hate. In this town, a thirteen-year-old girl was raped and killed not far from where a man later discovered that biology does not necessarily equate to fatherhood. And from the first days, all over this town, in resplendent homes and fanciful hotels and foul-smelling alleys and closed backrooms, deals have been made for all reasons and all things.
In this town, souls burn under the aroma of cowshit and oil refineries and barbeque sauce that will just as soon bite you as sit quietly on the hot links.
Yet it is also a beautiful town, nestled deep in the west Texas of shades of brown and tan, beige and yellow and sun-bleached white—my mama’s beloved earth tones. Some see only rocks and sand, the bones and carcasses of animals caught in the heat, unable to find shade or water, but others see the beauty of Barefield. The town’s beauty is that of the desert, as fluid and eternal as a sea. In Barefield, families sprout and grow as thick as hundred-year-old trees, loves are found and nurtured and fulfill lifelong spiritual quests, friendships ask nothing but give everything in return.
It is both of those places, damned and blessed. It is a place where, if you catch the light just right, sometimes late in the afternoon and sometimes just after the coolness of sunrise has been burned off by the harsh summer sun, you can see your own soul. 
The beauty is in people like Halford and Hanford Turnbull, born and raised here, or in Darcy, also born and raised and who found his soul while standing next to his father, or in Judge Royy Bean, II, and his wife Mariana and their daughter, Angela.
Barefield, Texas...don’t just pass through.
It’s the town’s motto, written by a forgotten Chamber of Commerce member decades ago. It’s never been updated and it was used on those centennial plates back in ’76. Check your boxes and attics and Aunt Tillie’s basement and Grampa Nickie’s barns because you might find a plate or two and they might be worth something on-line.
Well, actually...probably not.
Because Barefield, while real enough on the page, is a construct from deep in my head. Or heart. Or soul. Or somewhere.
All writers bring baggage to their work, it is the reality of that tired old trope: write what you know. And let me say for the record I think that trope, as it is understood, is horseshit. If writers wrote only what they knew we would never have had Shakespeare’s histories, Dante’s hell, Stoker’s count, or Asimov’s robots. 
Writers have to bring imagination to their work, not just what they know. Imagination and interest in the human condition and humanity’s soul. I don’t write to tell you what I know but to show you what I imagine, what I see when the movies are running in my head. Maybe you find that interesting, maybe you don’t, but either way, it’s much more than simply what I know.
That imagination is tied, many times, to emotional and spiritual baggage, and my baggage is the town where I grew up: Midland, Texas.
I hate it.
And I love it.
Emotional bipolarism, I guess.
Worse yet, I have no real reason for either. It was neither horrible nor incredible. It had racism and homophobism, but it also had students my age and younger who generally saw no color line and who couldn’t have given two shits about who someone was in love with. Nothing terrible happened to me while I was growing up, but neither did I grow up rich or even particularly comfortable with all the toys I wanted. I was involved in the minor, petty crimes of youth, but around me were the real crimes: domestic violence and shootings, stabbings, people flung off buildings.
Call it a dual-view of Midland.
But that dual-view is also why I write about it, though I call it Barefield. It allows me to use, or exploit, the best and worst about the place. That is exactly what I need in my novels: the ability to juxtapose those extremes—love and hate—and bend them to whatever the story needs.
Here’s the thing: knowledge is easy. Writing what you know is easy; reach back into memory and haul out whatever shit you want to write about. Imagination is a more difficult, more treacherous reach.
For instance, knowledge is that my elementary school, Anson Jones, was on a street called Shady Lane, that it was a one-storey school and that an enterprising kid could climb onto the roof via trees that were planted in semi-open notch between classrooms but that still had a roof over it. 
That’s knowledge. Easy peasy.
But imagination and baggage is understanding that whoever that enterprising kid might be would have to have some big ol’ balls because that was a scary fucking climb. They were small trees because the space was limited and the head only about ten feet high. Small trees generally, and specifically in this case, means less-stout branches. So whatever kid might decide to make that climb had to have some steel.
So if I were banging out that scene, the knowledge (writing what I know) is that the trees were there and the roof was just...right...there.
The imagination is making that climb. How does it look from the first branch? What about the second? What about from the top branch, which is the thinnest and weakest and is going to weave more than the rest? How does the world look from there? And how does the world look when that enterprising kid is standing on the roof and thumping his chest victoriously? 
But the baggage is that I, the real Trey in 2nd or 3rd grade, never had balls enough to make that climb, even in the face of taunting from 4th, 5th, and 6th graders, who then teased me mercilessly about being a sissy (or, as the kids and language got older, a pussy).
You can see, in that scene, both love and hate. Love of that school, which I absolutely adored and at which I had a fucking blast. But also hate in that it was the scene of one of my worst childhood humiliations (and yes, elementary school is the scene of nearly everyone’s worst childhood humiliation except for all the others).
Another example: lawns and house colors.
Knowledge, again, is easy. Right now, Midland is in the middle of a drought that’s run damn near forever. So the average lawn is brown, dried and dead, mostly dirt. And houses, at least in the area where I grew up, are almost uniformly painted in colorless earth tones, but the last couple of trips I’ve made home have seen most of that paint chipped and peeling, at least where I grew up (which was lower middle class at best...starter homes or homes for single mothers). Thus everything looks old and tired.
That’s the knowledge.
The imagination and baggage looks at that and remembers how insular Midland was when I was growing up; afraid of, or too elitist for, outside ideas and different points of view. So if I were to write about that now, it would—superficially—be the drought, but more deeply it would be about relationships dying for lack of blood and vitality. 
In fact, look closely and that death for lack of vitality can be seen, to different degrees, in every relationship in all three Barefield novels: 2,000 Miles to Open Road, Exit Blood, and Death is Not Forever.
So when Eric Campbell, my constant publisher—a mensch if ever there was one—asked me recently “What the hell is Barefield,” there was no easy answer.
Ultimately, between knowledge and imagination and baggage, Barefield becomes a geographic test tube that allows me to experiment with whatever is stuck in my head at the time. In 2,000 Miles to Open Road, it was the relationship between two brothers. In Exit Blood, it was the relationship between a mother and her son and his need to discover his biological father. In Death is Not Forever, it is the relationship between a father and husband, and the women in his life.
Those three relationships were stuck in my head because they were, at their most fundamental, my relationships while growing up; certainly damaged but not necessarily dying. Barefield, a cloaked and hidden Midland, allows me to explore those in a way that real life never did. I can fix mistakes I made, I can see what might have happened had I chosen Trapdoor 2 rather than Trapdoor 1.
I can climb that damn tree and have the cops called because I’m running around yelling and laughing on the roof of Anson Jones Elementary.
Or, more my speed, I can have fun with a bit of righteous vengeance.
(Read the Barefield novels carefully, if you’ve pissed me off, chances are you’re in there somewhere, getting killed over and over...and over.)
However, Barefield is not just about knowing and imagining and having baggage about the setting. It’s also about having knowledge and imagination and baggage about the people. 
I was talking to a friend of mine recently, a native Midlander now transplanted to Chattanooga, and we talked about the TV series Black Gold. It was set in Midland and followed oil rig crews as they drill. We know those men and women, though they are unmet strangers, because we’d grown up with them and their parents and uncles and aunts and brothers and sisters. They are the exact same crackpots and visionaries, the exact same cops and criminals, the same sinners and saints, as the rest of the world, but the difference is I grew up with these crackpots and visionaries and criminals.
There’s a guy I went to high school with who, at age forty-eight, is still working hard on oil rigs. He’s a fervent Christian and does not hide that belief. That’s knowledge. But imagination is wondering why he’s still working so hard out in the field doing exploration and what drives that ferocious Christianity? If I were writing that Midlander as a Barefieldian, there would be a backstory that has him fighting with another roustabout when they were in their early twenties. Maybe my guy killed the other one and stuffed his body in the dry hole that had just cost them half a mill and left them massively in debt. 
So now, in a desperate attempt to find salvation and peace for a tortured soul, he’s found Christ and prays relentlessly. That would be his emotional search. His psychological search, unrecognized in his heart and soul until deep into the book, would be scouring the insides of the west Texas desert for oil...and the friend he’d killed and left inside that very west Texas desert.
Granted, that’s almost a French Absurdist Theater example, but it is what Barefield is: the ability to take something I know, mix it with something I imagine, and spice the entire thing with my own baggage. For different writers, it’s a different spice. Raymond Chandler’s Los Angeles, or the bayou of James Lee Burke’s Louisiana, Craig Johnson’s Wyoming, or Dennis Lehane’s Boston. We all have a particular place that we use to salt and pepper our novels. Midland, transmogrified into Barefield, is mine...the place that allows me to navel gaze for three hundred pages at a shot and call it literary art.
Of course, this could all be bullshit. It could just be that I want to tell a story with broads, boobs, whiskey and guns, and do it without getting sued.
Hence all the name changes, especially yours, when I killed you off twenty-seven times for laughing at me when I couldn’t climb that fucking tree.
 
—Trey R. Barker
January 25, 2015
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Here’s a sample from Robert J. Randisi’s Souls of the Dead.
 
 
Prologue
Monday night . . .
 
Ex-Sheriff Ken Burke entered Pirates alley from the Jackson Square end. All the businesses and activities that attracted tourists to the Square had closed by 8 p.m. Now, at 11 p.m., it was deserted, except for some homeless people looking to sleep on benches, or in doorways.
Burke walked along the side of the St. Louis Cathedral. His meet was set for behind the building, across from the Faulkner House.
The ex-Orleans Parish Sheriff moved as carefully and quietly as he could. In his belt he had his old .45. The gun had retired with him, never having given way to the S&W and Beretta double-action, semi-automatic pistols that were also eventually eclipsed by the appearance of the Glock. These were the guns law enforcement officials began to carry during what Burke referred to as the “new age” of law enforcement. He was still “old age” in his thinking, though he recognized the irony and didn’t like the first impression the phrase presented.
But as alert as he was, the old reflexes were not what they used to be. He heard a sound behind him. Before he could turn toward it something struck him on the back of the head and he went down.
Goddamn, but getting old was a bitch!
 
 
ONE
 
When Sangster’s phone rang it came as a surprise.
Not only because it was the middle of the night, but because Sangster’s phone never rang. Not ever, except for an occasional wrong number. He only kept the land line because he didn’t own a cell phone. When he had need of one, he always bought the disposable kind.
He groped in the dark for the receiver, wanting nothing more than for the ringing to stop.
“Yes, what?” he said.
“Mr. Stark?”
Richard Stark was a name he used when he didn’t want to use Sangster.
“Who’s calling?”
“Sir, this is the Urgent Care center in University Hospital? Are you Mr. Richard Stark?”
“That’s right.”
“You’ve been listed as the person to be notified—”
“What?” he asked, sitting up. “Listed by who? What are you talking about?”
“Um, a man named Kenneth Burke? He’s been injured and gave your name and number—”
“Is he all right?” Sangster asked. “Is he alive?”
“He’s alive, sir,” the woman said, “but you’ll need to come down—”
“I’ll be there,” Sangster said. “I’m—it’ll take me a while—I’m coming from Algiers, but I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“All right, sir.”
“Take care of him,” Sangster said, “take good care of him. I’ll pay, understand? Money’s no object.”
“We’re taking care of him, sir,” she said. “That’s our job.”
“Okay, okay.” He almost hung up, then put the phone back to his ear. “Who are you? I mean, what’s your name?”
“I’m Nurse Claire O’Malley, sir,” she said. “I’ll be on duty when you get here.”
“Okay,” he said, “I’ll be there.”
“Yes, all right, si—”
He hung up, got out of bed and grabbed some clothes . . .
 
 
Outside of Sangster’s house the man called Quinlan was watching from across the street, trying to get the lay of the land. He had only arrived in New Orleans that afternoon, got himself situated in a small B&B before heading out to find Algiers Point. He got directions from the woman who ran the B&B, an attractive middle-aged brunette who was obviously flirting. Maybe, if he was there long enough, he could look into that. 
Once he got directions to Algiers he grabbed a cab to the ferry and took the ride across. He used most of the rest of the day to check the area out, look for cops and, finally, locate Sangster’s house.
He was there long enough for the last ferry to have left, so he decided to spend the night outside of Sangster’s house. He wasn’t ready to go in. He was good at his job, and that meant learning all he could about his target, and the target’s environment.
That’s why he was there when the front door opened and Sangster came rushing out. The man got into an old Ford and drove off fast. The ferry still wasn’t running, but Quinlan had been told there was a bridge you could take back and forth. He didn’t have a car, though, so there was no way to follow Sangster. But that was okay. He needed to learn the set-up of the house, anyway. And he could do that while Sangster was gone.
 
 
Upon arrival at University Hospital on Perdido Street, Sangster parked the car he’d borrowed from in front of Burke’s house and sought out and found Nurse O’Malley, a pretty woman in her thirties with freckles and a mass of red curls that she’d tried to pin up under her nurse’s cap.
“Oh, yes, Mr. Stark,” she said. “Uh, your friend is still being treated. I’ll take you to talk to the doctor.”
“Thank you.”
“The police are here, as well.”
“The police?” Sangster asked. “Why?”
“Well, apparently your friend had been attacked,” she said, “and he had some sort of badge on him?”
“He’s a retired Sheriff,” Sangster said.
“I see.” She led Sangster deeper into the emergency room. Around him were people with all different sorts of injuries, a couple of which seemed to be pretty bloody.
“You’re busy,” he observed.
“Yes, sir,” she said. “Since Katrina caused Charity Hospital to close down, we pick up a lot of extra cases. We pretty much split them with Tulane Hospital.”
The ex-hitman followed the nurse, hoping the police officers wouldn’t be too interested in who he was and he’d be able to get away with saying he was “a friend.”
As it turned out, he needn’t have worried. He saw two men talking to a tall, very skinny white-coated doctor, recognized them, immediately, and knew they would recognize him. The doctor was wearing a name tag that read, DR. JUDD, M.D.
“Doctor?” she said. “This is Mr. Burke’s emergency contact.”
The doctor and both detectives turned to face Sangster.
“Well, look who it is,” Detective Williams said. “Stark, right?”
“Mr. Stark,” Detective Aaron Telemaco said. “I should have realized—”
“How is Burke?” Sangster demanded.
The doctor looked at Telemaco for guidance, and the older detective nodded and said, “You can go ahead and answer, Doc.”
“Mr. Burke was attacked on the street,” the doctor said. His watery eyes studied Sangster from behind rimless wire-frame glasses. “He has a nasty lump on the back of his head, but no other obvious injuries.”
“What do you mean, ‘obvious injuries’?” Sangster asked.
“Well, just that,” the doctor said. “He’s in and out of consciousness.”
“Is that unusual with a head injury?” Sangster asked.
“Well, no . . .”
“But?”
“But this seems odd,” the doctor said. “I was just telling the detectives, we’ve taken x-rays and a cat scan, and we can’t see any reason for his condition.”
“He was hit on the head,” Sangster said.
“As I said,” the doctor went on, “he has a lump, but no concussion. He should be back on his feet by now.”
“Well . . .” Sangster said. “. . . he is an older man.”
“Even taking that into account,” the doctor said, “he should be up.”
“Have you tried to get him on his feet?”
“He can’t stand,” the man said. “He seems to be suffering from extreme vertigo.”
“So what are you going to do?”
“We were waiting for you to arrive,” the doctor said. “You’re his emergency contact. Are you family?”
“Mr. Stark is Sheriff Burke’s neighbor,” Telemaco said, “and good friend.”
“Then you’ll have to make the decision as to how we proceed from here.”
“What would you like to do?” Sangster asked.
“Well. . . I’d admit him so we can run some more tests,” Doctor Judd said, “see if we can’t track down just what the problem is.”
“Then do that.”
“Um,” Dr. Judd said, “I assume Mr. Burke has Medicare? Or some kind of insurance?”
“I’ll take care of that,” Sangster said. “You just find what’s wrong with him.”
“Okay, then.”
“Can I see him?”
“It’ll be a while before we can move him into a room,” Judd said. “The nurse will show you where he is.”
That was the first time Sangster noticed that the nurse was still there.
“Hold on, Stark,” Williams said, “we wanna talk—”
“Let Mr. Stark see the Sheriff, Ben,” Telemaco said. “We can talk later.”
Williams gave his partner a sour look and said, “Yeah, okay.”
“This way, Mr. Stark,” Nurse O’Malley said.
“Thanks,” Sangster said to Telemaco, then said, “Thank you,” to the doctor.
The detective nodded, and the doctor said, “Yes, of course.”
Sangster turned and followed the nurse.
 
 
TWO
 
The nurse swept back a curtain to reveal Ken Burke lying on a gurney, a sheet pulled up to his neck. It was the first time Sangster could remember seeing Burke look his age. He was pale and drawn, the wrinkles were more deeply etched into his face than normal. They added age now, rather than character.
His breathing seemed normal to Sangster, nothing labored about it.
“Just a few minutes, please,” Nurse O’Malley said.
“Sure.”
She nodded and withdrew.
Sangster stepped closer to his friend and neighbor.
“Burke? Hey, Burke. Can you hear me?”
For a moment there was no reaction, but then the old man’s eyes fluttered open.
“Sangster?”
The ex-hitman leaned in closer and said, “Stark.”
“Right, right,” Burke said, his eyes closing again.
“Hey, old man!” Sangster snapped. “Stay with me!”
Burke’s eyes opened, again.
“What happened?”
“M-made a f-fool of myself,” Burke said. “Got c-caught.”
“What are you talking about, Burke?” Sangster asked,
“T-talk to Polly.”
“Polly? Polly who—wait. You mean the woman who cleans your house? That Polly?”
“Talk—talk to P-Polly . . .” Burke said again, and then drifted off.
“What the hell—”
Nurse O’Malley came in, brushed past Sangster, checked Burke’s pulse, then looked at the visitor.
“That’s enough, I’m afraid,” she said, firmly. “We’re going to move him to a room. You’ll have to speak with Billing.”
“Yeah, sure,” Sangster said, “but I think I have to talk to the cops, first.”
“They’re still waiting in the hall for you.”
“Okay.” He cast one last look at Burke.
“We’ll take care of him,” she promised.
“But will you find out what’s wrong with him?”
“I’m sure the doctors will do their best.”
Sangster nodded, then went out to talk to the detectives.
 
 
He found Telemaco standing alone.
“Let’s go to the cafeteria and get some coffee,” the detective said.
“Where’s your partner?”
“I sent him to Pirates Alley with some uniforms.”
“Pirates Alley?”
“That’s where the sheriff was found.”
Sangster knew that Telemaco referring to Burke as “the sheriff” was a sign of respect for the old lawman, and he appreciated it.
“Sure,” he said, “coffee sounds fine.”
 
 
They each got a coffee in real cups rather than Styrofoam and took them to a table.
“What was the sheriff up to, Sangster?” Telemaco said, purposely not using “Stark.” He had found out Sangster’s name last year, when they were both in Las Vegas. Apparently, he hadn’t bothered to fill his partner in.
“I don’t know,” Sangster said. “He didn’t tell me he was up to anything.”
“So ya’ll don’t know what he was doing in Pirates Alley close to midnight?”
“No idea.”
“And if ya’ll did, you’d tell me, right?”
“Why wouldn’t I? I’d like to find out what happened to him.”
“You mean you’d like me to find out what happened to him, right?” Telemaco said.
“That’s what I mean.”
“Did he say anything to you just now?”
“Nothing that made any sense,” Sangster said, without hesitation. Maybe he didn’t kill people for a living anymore, but he was still a pretty damn good liar.
“Like what?”
“He was mumbling,” Sangster said. “Said he made a fool of himself, got caught. Not much else.”
Telemaco sat back and rubbed his gray-and-black stubble thoughtfully.
“What the hell was he doin’, working a case of some kind?” he leaned forward. “Was he doing any P.I. work?”
“No,” Sangster said, “not that he told me.”
“You guys are tight, right?” Telemaco asked. “He’d tell you a thing like that?” 
“Yes, he would.”
“Well, we didn’t get much out of him, either,” the detective admitted. “I’ll have to try and talk to him again when they get him into a room. Meanwhile, maybe Williams is finding something helpful.”
“Yeah,” Sangster said, “maybe.”
“I need something from you, Sangster.”
“What’s that?”
“I need your word you’re not gonna get in my way on this.”
“Why would I?”
“Because you have a history of takin’ things into your own hands. You’re not gonna try to deny that, are you? Not after Vegas.”
“That was my own business,” Sangster said. “This is Burke’s business.”
“And now it’s mine,” Telemaco said. “I don’t want you in my business.”
“Don’t worry,” Sangster said. “I can safely say the last thing I want to do is get into your business.”
Telemaco stared at Sangster intently, as if he was trying to read between the lines.
 
 
THREE
 
Sangster waited around for them to get Burke into a room.
While he was waiting he went and talked to the billing department. He told them he’d get Burke’s Medicare information and that the bills for anything not covered should be sent to Burke’s address. That was because he didn’t want to give out his own.
That done he found out what room Burke was in, took the elevator to the right floor and found him out cold in a bed. There were tubes attached to machines that were beeping, and would keep beeping as long as Burke was breathing.
“Excuse me,” a middle-aged nurse said, slipping past him.
“Oh, sorry.” He stepped aside.
“Are you family?”
“His friend,” Sangster said, “and neighbor.”
“You shouldn’t be here, then.” She went to the machine, checked the connections, and then turned to face him.
“Where’s Nurse O’Malley?” he asked.
“She’s an emergency room nurse,” she answered, “so she’s in the emergency room. She’s through with this case.” 
“How is he?”
“Resting,” she said. “That’s the best thing he can do.” She pointed her finger at him. “Five more minutes. Understand?”
“I understand,” he said. “Thank you.”
She left the room and he walked to the bed. Burke was breathing evenly, the machine beeping rhythmically.
Talk to Polly was all he had. “I need more, old man. Come on, wake up.”
He didn’t.
“How’s he doin’?”
He turned, saw Telemaco standing in the doorway.
“Resting,” Sangster said. “They tell me that’s the best thing he can do.”
“Has he said anything?”
“No,” Sangster said. “He hasn’t come around.”
“And downstairs?”
“I told you what he said when you bought me that great cup of coffee.”
“I know,” Telemaco said. “I just thought maybe ya’ll might have something to add.”
“No,” Sangster said, “I’ve got nothing.” He turned and looked at Burke. “I was hoping he’d wake up and talk to me.”
“Well,” the detective said, “I’m gonna leave a man on the door in case he does wake up and say something.”
“Or in case somebody wants to hit him on the head, again?”
“Yeah,” Telemaco said, “that, too.”
“Mind if I keep in touch with you?” Sangster asked. “In case he asks for me?”
“I’d actually prefer that,” Telemaco said.
“Fine.”
Telemaco started to leave, then stopped.
“You comin’?”
“Yeah,” Sangster said, with a last look back at the man in the bed, “I was just leaving.”
 
 
Telemaco walked with Sangster to the front door, and out.
“Can I drop you anywhere?” he asked.
“I’ve got a car,” Sangster said.
“Okay, then.”
“Where’s your partner?”
Telemaco jerked his head toward the curb. There was a Crown Victoria there with Williams behind the wheel.
“Oh,” Sangster said, “glad I didn’t need that ride.”
“I’ll see you . . . Stark.”
As the detective started away Sangster asked, “Your partner find anything in Pirates Alley?”
Telemaco just waved and kept going.
When he was sure the cops were gone Sangster turned around and went back inside.
 
 
He found Nurse Claire O’Malley in the emergency room, standing at the front desk talking to the nurse behind it.
“Mr. . . .” she said, as he approached.
“Stark,” he said. “Can we talk?”
“Sure,” she said, “I have a few minutes.”
They walked off to one side and stood against a wall. There was plenty of activity going on around them, and no one was paying much attention to them.
Sangster noticed that while she might be called a plain woman, there was still something very attractive about her. Maybe it was the white nurse’s uniform. He’d never understood the appeal of the Catholic school girl look, but a nurse . . . well, that was different.
“Can I assume that you’re the one who spent the most time with Burke?” he asked.
“Well . . . maybe other than the doctor who actually worked on him.”
“Can you tell me if he had any other bruises?”
“Bruises?”
“Yes,” Sangster said, “maybe around his ribs, or torso—”
“Are you thinking he might have been beaten?”
“Or kicked, while he was down.”
She thought a moment, then said, “No, there was no indication of that. Are you . . . a policeman?”
“Just his friend and neighbor.”
“A rather good friend, I’d say, for him to ask for you.”
“That’s another question,” he said. “You told me I was his emergency contact. Did he have something on him, in writing, I mean, to that effect?” 
“No,” she said, “he told me specifically to call you, and gave me your phone number.”
“Was he able to say anything else?”
“Like what?”
“Well, anything that might be helpful in figuring out who did this to him.”
“No,” she said, “nothing . . . but isn’t that the job of the police?”
“Yes, of course,” Sangster said, “I’m just trying to be . . . helpful.”
“Really?” she asked. “You seem to know what kind of questions to ask.”
“I read a lot of mysteries.”
She looked at the tiny watch on her wrist.
“I have to go back to work.”
“Of course,” he said, “thank you for talking to me.”
“No problem.” She stood there a moment more, then said, “Call me . . .”
“What?”
“. . . if you think of anything else you, uh, want to ask me,” she finished.
“Oh,” he said. “Yes, okay . . . thanks, again.”
She nodded. As she walked away he suddenly had the urge to see what she looked like with all those red curls down.
 
 
FOUR
 
He made sure the hospital had his phone number, in case anything went wrong, and left to drive back home to his house in Algiers. He’d return later in the day, during visiting hours, hopefully he’d find something out by then.
When he got home there wasn’t much to do except catch a few winks. He removed his shoes, laid down on the bed fully dressed and fell asleep.
 
 
He woke several hours later, ravenously hungry. He made himself an egg sandwich, washed it down with two cups of strong coffee. Finishing the last cup, he looked out the window at Burke’s house, next door. 
Polly was a middle-aged woman who cleaned Burke’s house for him. As for his own house, Sangster cleaned it himself, not wanting anyone inside at any time, even though Burke had recommended Polly several times. 
He sometimes saw Polly arrive in the morning between eight and nine a.m., other times saw her leave about three or four in the afternoon. However, he didn’t know her, or what her exact schedule was. So he wasn’t sure if she’d be cleaning Burke’s house on this day, but that was the only place he had to start.
He rinsed his empty cup out, grabbed the extra key Burke had given him some time ago, and went next door.
 
 
In the almost four years he had been renting his house on Algiers Point, across Lake Ponchartrain from the French Quarter, he had played chess with Burke at least three times a week. They alternated porches for their games, turning their matches into a home and away series. 
The two houses were similar: two story wood-frame structures that had survived both the fire of 1895 and Hurricane Katrina. Sangster rented his, but Burke owned.
Before using the key he knocked, in case Polly was inside cleaning. When there was no answer he used the key to let himself in. 
Burke also had an extra key to Sangster’s house, but it had taken the two men a long time to trust each other that much. Sangster, the ex-hitman, had been shocked to find that Burke, the ex-lawman, was a kindred spirit, and the two had formed a bond—the kind of bond Sangster had never experienced, and never could have experienced, before that morning when he woke to find that he suddenly had a soul.
It took only seconds to ascertain that Polly was not around. However, the house was clean, so he assumed she had been there in the past day or so.
There wasn’t much he could do for his friend until he spoke with Polly. That meant finding her. Burke had a small office, with a desk and one file cabinet. Sangster went through the cabinet. In the first drawer he discovered Sheriff’s Department files, all of them unsolved cases. But he wasn’t interested in those at the moment. In the second drawer he found what he wanted: copies of paid—and unpaid—bills. He had to go through gas, electric, mortgage and other monthly bills before finding some canceled checks that had been written to Polly. He pulled the folder out, leafed through it, and finally found Polly’s address. He didn’t recognize the street, but it was also an Algiers address. He kept the piece of paper it was written on and returned the file to the cabinet. Then he left Burke’s house, locking the door behind him.
He went back to his house, using his landline to call the hospital and check on Burke’s condition. A woman at the nurse’s station told him Mr. Burke’s condition had not change—no better, no worse.
“Can you tell me if there is still a policeman outside his door?” he asked.
“Yes, sir, there is.”
“Thank you.”
He hung up. There was no reason for him to rush to the hospital right away. So, he decided to go find Polly, and then see Burke during the evening visiting hours.
After locking up his house, Sangster set off on foot to find Polly.
 
 
Algiers was home to many pubs and restaurants—no fast food places allowed—many of which, like the Old Point Bar, had live music. Some of the Mardi-Gras troupes had warehouses there. In addition, there were many Catholic and Baptist churches in the area. The population was about 2,200. 
As Sangster walked, he discovered that Evelina Ave, where Polly lived, was also in Algiers Point, but on the other side of the ferry landing. When he reached the address he saw it was one of the older shotgun style houses, so-called because there were no hallways inside. You could fire a shotgun through the front door and the bullet would come out the back door.
He stepped up to the front door and knocked. After a few moments the door was answered by a small boy about eight.
“Hello,” he said, looking up at Sangster.
“Hello,” Sangster said, “does Polly Bourque live here?”
“Yeah,” the boy said, “she’s my ma. I’m Hugo.”
“Hugo, is your ma home?”
“Naw,” the boy said, “she’s at work.”
“Work?”
“She cleans.”
“Are you here alone?”
“Naw,” Hugo said. “My sister’s here.”
“Is she older than you, or younger?”
“She’s older.”
“Can I talk to her?”
Instead of answering, the boy turned and ran back inside the house, yelling, “Octavia!”
Sangster waited and after a few moments a teenage girl wearing tank top and cut offs, came to the door. She was dark-skinned, pretty, with pointy little tits and not an ounce of fat on her. She looked him up and down, pushing her pokies out at him.
“Where y’at?” was the traditional New Orleans greeting, only she said, “Where YOU at?”
“What it is,” he said, giving the standard response.
The girl smiled and said, “You ain’t no Algerine.”
“No, I’m not,” he said. “I’m looking for your mother.”
“Why?”
“A friend of hers is in the hospital,” Sangster said. “I just want to let her know.”
“I can tell ’er.”
“I’d like to tell her myself,” he responded. “Where she is?”
“She’s workin’.”
“Your little brother told me that much. Can you tell me where?”
“It’s Tuesday, so I think today she’s doin’ the schools.”
“The schools?”
“Yeah,” the girl said. “She cleans a couple of the schools.”
“Which ones?”
“I think she’s on Old Aurora today,” she said. “That’d be Alice M. Harte Elementary or Edna Karr High.”
Sangster didn’t know the schools in Algiers, but he could find them. 
“Thanks for the information, Octavia.”
She cocked her head to one side and said, “You wanna maybe come in, have a drink?”
“How old are you?”
“Eighteen.”
“Yeah, sure,” he said. “Call me in four or five years, Sweetheart.”
As he walked away he heard her say, “Chicken.”
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Here’s a sample from J.L. Abramo’s Circling the Runway, a Jake Diamond mystery.
 
 
ONE
 
James Bingham stood at the curb in front of the high-rise residence, talking with the taxi driver who had dropped off the occupant of apartment 3501 a few minutes earlier. Bingham was inquiring into the availability of deeply discounted cartons of cigarettes. The cab driver assured Bingham he would hook him up that weekend. 
Bingham walked back into the lobby as the cab pulled away. 
As James Bingham approached the security desk he heard footsteps approaching from behind. Before Bingham could turn to the sound, his head was clamped between two large hands and with the twist of two powerful wrists Bingham was dead. 
 
 
The woman opened the door leading from the stairwell to the thirty-fifth floor apartments only wide enough to see the hallway in both directions. Finding the hallway deserted, she pushed the door open just enough to slip through. She moved down the hall to the right and stopped in front of the door marked 3501. She pulled a plain white letter-sized envelope from the pocket of her coat and slipped it under the door. She returned to the stairwell doorway, passed through it and started down the stairs. She looked at her wristwatch—it was twenty-six minutes after midnight. She walked down to the thirty-second floor and took the elevator to the lobby. She glanced out of the elevator door. The security guard station was still unoccupied. She quickly exited, nearly colliding with a man walking a dog in front of the building. 
The dog walker, Ethan Lloyd, would later say he saw a woman wearing a long blue coat at nearly half-past twelve, alone, sporting sunglasses. A blue scarf wrapped around her head. Ethan considered the coat unnecessarily heavy for such a mild evening, thought the dark glasses were oddly inappropriate for the time of night, and added that the scarf did a very good job of hiding her face and hair. He watched the woman as she moved away from the building along Third Street. Lloyd lost sight of her heading north toward Market Street. 
Ethan Lloyd entered the building wondering, as he had wondered going out less than twenty minutes earlier, why James Bingham, the lobby doorman, was not at his post. 
Bingham was actually there, but Ethan Lloyd could not see him. James was on the floor, hidden behind the large desk with a broken neck.
 
 
The man who had unceremoniously snapped James Bingham’s neck moved to the door of apartment 3501 and he used a key to enter. Less than three minutes later he was about to open the apartment door to leave when he saw a white envelope slide under the door. He stood perfectly still. He heard footsteps moving away from the door and he heard the stairwell door close. He waited a full fifteen minutes before leaving and, as instructed, used a shoe found in a hall closet to keep the door from shutting completely. 
The man left the building through the parking garage and he walked calmly down Third Street to Howard Street. Before reaching the intersection of Third and Hawthorne, just beyond the Thirsty Bear Brewing Company, the passenger door of a parked Cadillac opened to the sidewalk and he was invited by the driver to get in.
“Well?” the driver asked.
“Done deal,” Sal DiMarco answered.
“Did you ditch the key?”
“I did.”
Fuck me, Sal thought—remembering he had forgotten to ditch the key.
He carefully slipped the apartment key from his pocket and dropped it under the seat of the Cadillac while the driver was occupied watching for an opening in the busy street traffic.
“Any problems?”
“A bit of collateral damage, no worries.”
“Tell me about it,” the driver said as he pulled away from the curb.
 
 
The woman in blue continued walking up Third Street to Market Street, crossed Market to O’Farrell Street, went west to Powell Street and circled back down to Market. 
The woman disappeared down into the Powell Street BART Station.
 
 
At half-past midnight the raucous crowd at Johnny Foley’s Irish Pub and Restaurant was so deafening that Tom Romano, Ira Fennessy and Jake Diamond had to escape. They clawed their way out onto O’Farrell Street heading for the Powell Street BART Station one block away to grab a taxi.
“Did you see that woman?” asked Ira, as they crawled into a cab.
“What woman?” Tom asked. 
“Going down into the station. Did you see her, Jake?”
“I can’t see anything, Ira. What about her?”
“She was all in blue.”
“And...”
“Should have been green, don’t you think.”
“I can’t think,” Diamond said.
“Where to?” asked the cabbie.
“O’Reilly’s Bar, Green Street, North Beach,” Ira answered.
“Jesus, Ira, have a heart,” Jake pleaded. “Let’s end this nightmare.”
“Not until the fat lady sings Danny Boy.”
“God forgive us,” said Diamond. “We should have played pinochle.”
“Anyone in the market for cheap cigarettes?” the taxi driver asked as he pointed the cab toward Broadway.
 
 
Benny Carlucci stumbled out of The Chieftain Irish Pub on Third and Howard Streets. Carlucci was asked to leave—not very politely. He found himself out on the street alone. He tried to remember if he had arrived with anyone, but soon gave up trying.
He walked west on Howard Street toward Fourth, passing the Moscone Center on his left and the Metreon to his right. Benny walked down Fourth toward the train station at King Street. He spotted a black Cadillac parked halfway up on the sidewalk between Harrison and Bryant under the Highway 80 overpass. 
There was definitely something not right about that car in that place at that time. 
Benny was a curious kid. The vehicle stimulated his interest.
Carlucci casually approached the Cadillac, looking up and down Fourth Street as he moved. Other than what appeared to be three teenage boys horsing around a few streets down toward the train station, the area was deserted. 
Benny expected to find another drunk, like so many others running and falling all over town—this one most likely passed out cold behind the wheel of the big car. Carlucci peered into the passenger door window. The vehicle was unoccupied and the keys dangled from the ignition. He quickly surveyed the street once again and tried the door. It was unlocked. Carlucci pulled it open and slipped into the driver’s seat. He was thinking a ride home in a Coupe de Ville would beat the hell out of a long drunken trip on the train and then a bus ride from the train station to his place on Cole Street off Fulton. The car started with the first turn of the key. 
Carlucci turned left onto Bryant Street, turned up Third one block to Harrison, then Harrison onto Ninth Street heading toward Market. Market onto Hayes onto Franklin to Fulton Street and Benny Carlucci was on his way home in style.
The police cruiser, siren blaring, pulled Carlucci over at Masonic Avenue, across from the University of San Francisco, just three short blocks from Benny’s apartment.
 
 
The attractive woman who came out of the Civic Center BART station had little resemblance to the woman who had walked down into the Powell Street station twenty minutes earlier. Gone were the dark glasses. Also gone were the heavy blue coat and the blue scarf, replaced by an emerald green two-piece jogging suit and a mane of strawberry blond hair tied back with a green elastic terrycloth band. The .38 caliber Smith and Wesson was now strapped around her ankle.
Once above ground, on Hyde across from the plaza, she jogged in place for a minute before starting up McAllister to the Civic Center Parking Garage. She picked up her car and drove out Geary Boulevard to 25th and then up Lincoln Boulevard to Baker Beach for a solitary run in the sand.
 
 
Just before one in the morning, Blake Sanchez stood at a dark street corner in Oakland and watched as one of his least favorite neighbors moved the doormat on his porch and lifted a loose board. Sanchez saw the man place something through the opening and under the porch and then replace the board and the mat before entering the house. 
Sanchez took another deep pull off his dope pipe and made a mental note.
 
 
What I don’t know would fill a book. What I didn’t know about her could fill a library. It felt as if I was getting closer to her, but it was like looking into a fun-house mirror. She had constructed so many layers of self-deception, she could deflect a jackhammer. I had no idea what she wanted and I convinced myself I didn’t care. It was not an attraction based on the intellectual or the spiritual. It was nothing logical, just biological. The sex wasn’t all that great, come to think of it—and I was thinking about it too often. I thought I was in love with her long after I was sure I didn’t like her. If she had any idea about what she wanted, she kept it a deep dark secret from herself. At first I saw something in her, honesty, selflessness—something she couldn’t see, because it was never really there.
 
 
“What do you think?”
“About what?” asked Ira Fennessy.
“I wrote that,” Tom Romano said, sitting between Jake and Ira in the back seat of the taxicab, holding a tattered sheet of paper in his hand.
“Why would you write something like that?” Ira asked.
Jake decided to stay out of it. His head felt the size of the Trans America Pyramid, point and all.
“I don’t know,” Tom said. “For fun I guess.”
The taxi pulled up in front of O’Reilly’s to let them out. The insane crowd was spilling out onto Green Street.
“You have no idea what fun is,” Ira said, “but you are about to find out.”
Jake wanted to protest. He desperately wanted to say something, anything that might rescue them. 
But he couldn’t get his tongue to work.
“I liked what you wrote,” said the cab driver as they piled out of the taxi to join the mob.
It was well past midnight, a new day—but it was still St. Patrick’s Day in San Francisco.
 
 
TWO
 
Thursday, March 18, 2004.
Trouble is like rain.
It arrives when you least need it.
And when you are least prepared for it.
I opened my eyes and looked up. 
6:04 A.M. 
The time was projected on the ceiling in large bright green numbers and letters from the clock radio beside the bed—a birthday gift I thought was cute for about two days. It was like an advertisement for unfulfilled wishes. I had hoped it would be much later. I wanted to close my eyes again. Not move. But my bladder was a merciless bully.
I tossed off the bed covers and the cold hit me like an ice cream truck. I discovered I was dressed for going out, or at least dressed the way I had dressed to go out the night before.
I felt infinitely worse than I had when I fell into the bed only three hours earlier, which seemed incredible though not surprising. I tried remembering how I had made it home, but gave up on it quickly. Not a clue.
It had been nearly a year since I had moved back into the house near the Presidio, but I often woke up forgetting where I was. At that particular moment I was having a lot of trouble remembering who I was. 
I slipped on my baby blue Crocs and staggered to the bathroom to urinate, intending to be back in the sack in record time. Instead, I finished my business and stumbled down the stairs, found my jacket on the steps halfway down, tried keeping my balance as I put it on and made it out to the front porch for more self-abuse. 
I lit a Camel non-filtered cigarette.
It was colder outside than in, but wouldn’t be for long. The porch faced east and once the morning haze burned off it would be drenched in sunlight. The house had been marketed as being cool in summer. The pitch neglected to publicize the frigid in all other seasons feature. On a balmy day in late winter, which this day promised to be, when you entered the house was when you battled the elements.
Both cars were safe in the driveway, which led me to believe I had not driven either one the night before. If I had, one or both would have been twisted knots of tortured rubber, glass, vinyl and steel. Most of the automobiles in the neighborhood were less than two years old and had names that were German or Swedish. My vehicles were a brown 1978 Toyota Corona four-door sedan and a red 1963 Chevy Impala convertible. I loved them both for different reasons and used them accordingly. I was relieved to find them both intact after a stupidly excessive night of green beer and Jameson’s Irish whiskey. I am not a big drinker—but give me a good excuse like St. Patrick’s Day, a pal’s birthday, a Friday or Saturday night, or the joyful sounds of birds singing and I can usually keep up with the Jones’. 
I dropped my unfinished cigarette to the ground, to be picked up and discarded at some later time, and returned to the chill inside. I removed the jacket, grabbed a bottle of water from the refrigerator, and I carefully negotiated the stairway. Up. I washed down a couple of Excedrin to ease my aching body—understanding it was like using a Band-Aid to treat a severed limb. 
I struggled free of my party clothes and into sweat pants and shirt. There are many good things to say about down comforters which you forget completely when you are not under one. I covered myself to my chin in an urgent attempt to recall the wonders of goose feathers. I used the remote control to start up a Five For Fighting
CD and prayed against all odds that the gentle piano would quiet the drum beating in my head. The projection on the ceiling insisted it was twenty-three minutes after six. I promised myself I would figure out how to disable the slideshow as soon as humanly possible. I closed my eyes and begged for sleep.
My prayers were answered for precisely six minutes.
My eyes popped open. I looked up. The lit numbers on the ceiling screamed six twenty-nine. Judging by the sound that woke me I expected to find myself sitting beside Quasimodo atop the cathedral tower, him pulling the rope with one hand and punching me in the side of my head with the other. Another peel of the deafening bell and another sock in the ear and then another. When it happened the fifth time, I realized at last it was the telephone. I struggled to grab the receiver and hit the talk button. It reduced the buzzing in my head by fifty per cent.
“Jake.”
“Darlene?”
“Since when does my name have five syllables?”
“Give me a break, Darlene. I’m not doing very well.”
“I’ll say. I’ve heard myna birds with better diction.”
“Did you call this early to torture me?”
“I called this early because Joey tried calling you and when he couldn’t reach you he called me.”
“I was outside smoking and must have missed the call.”
“Well, I was having a very pleasant dream featuring Hugh Jackman.”
“What’s so special about Hugh Jackman?”
“You’ll never know until you see the X-Men movies.”
“And what is it with grown women dreaming about movie stars?”
“It’s probably a bit like a World War Two G.I. keeping a photo of Betty Grable in his locker or like the picture of Rachel Weisz you keep in your wallet. Are you going to ask why Joey called, or do you want to continue trying to beat the subject of idol worship to death?”
“Why did Joey call?” I asked.
“Tony Carlucci called Joey so Joey called you.”
“I’m having some difficulty putting the two actions together.”
“The way you’re slurring your words makes me wonder if you could manage to put your two hands together,” Darlene said, without a hint of sarcasm. “Call Joey.”
“Are you going back to sleep?”
“Too late for that, Hugh’s gone. I may as well go for my morning run and get ready to go to the office. Pay some bills, stare at a silent telephone, and calculate the odds that you will show up there before noon. Call Joey.”
The line went dead.
Joey was Joseph Vongoli a.k.a. Joey Russo a.k.a. Joey Clams.
From the day I met him, and for the next five years, he was Joey Russo. Nearly a year ago he took a trip to Chicago to save my neck, and while he was at it he avenged the death of his sister and reinstated the family name.
Joey’s father, Louis Vongoli, a.k.a. Louie Clams, was forced out of the Chicago suburb of Cicero, Illinois by the Giancana family in the thirties. Vongoli relocated to San Francisco with his wife and son and he changed his name to Russo for protection against reprisal. When Joey reclaimed the name Vongoli he went from being known as Joey Russo to being known as Joey Clams, vongoli being the Italian word for clams and clams being easier to pronounce for Anglos.
Tony Carlucci was generally a world of trouble.
I called Joey to find out exactly what sort this time.
He picked up the phone after half a ring.
“Joey, what’s up?”
“Jake, you sound like crap.”
I’d managed three words and he already had me pegged.
“Too much Jameson’s last night.”
“Don’t tell me you went Irish pub hopping.”
“It was Ira Fennessy’s idea.”
“You call that an idea?”
“We got together to play cards with Tom Romano and Ira talked us into checking out Celtic landmarks instead.”
“Sorry to hear it. Tony Carlucci woke me up earlier this morning.”
“I heard.”
“Tony needs to speak with you as soon as possible.”
“What did I do this time, leave food on my plate?”
Carlucci ran a restaurant in North Beach where I ate occasionally because his mother was on some kind of mission to fatten me up. Not unlike my own mother’s crusade. If I didn’t clean my plate it caused undue grief. If Tony’s mom was not happy, Tony was not happy.
And when Tony Carlucci was not happy with you, he was a nightmare.
“It’s no joke, Jake. Tony sounded very upset. Don’t ask me what about, he wouldn’t say—but he insisted he had to talk with you right away. He will call at your office at nine and expects you to be there. Be there, Jake.”
Great.
“I certainly will be, Joey.”
“Give me a call as soon as Tony’s done with you.”
Interesting choice of words I thought. 
I promised Joey I would call immediately after Tony was done with me and then I painfully negotiated my way across the hall toward the shower.
 
 
THREE
 
Kenny Gerard was nothing if not punctual. 
Kenny was never late for work or, for that matter, early.
His work was that of a doorman slash security guard in a high-rise apartment building at Mission and Third. Kenny worked the day shift, seven in the morning until three in the afternoon, five days a week. His work area was limited to the building lobby, the street-front just outside the building entrance, and occasionally the elevator bank if a tenant needed help with shopping packages. Radios, iPods, portable televisions, chats with friends and book reading were all prohibited while on duty. Fraternizing with the tenants was frowned upon—though there were a good number of young woman residents who Kenny would have loved to do some fraternizing with.
Gerard bounced into the lobby at exactly seven on that Thursday morning. The first thing he noticed was that Jim Bingham was absent from his post. 
The large duty desk was an L-shaped affair, fronted by a tall counter which hid the desktop and all but the top of the head of a seated person. Kenny often used the cover of the counter to take in a few pages of a graphic novel or to struggle with the Examiner crossword puzzle. 
The days were long and boring.
Kenny sometimes thought he might prefer the three to eleven shift, when there was more activity—tenants coming in from their jobs and going out on the town. Women were friendlier in the evenings than they were rushing away in the morning to their workplaces. But Gerard would rather have the day shift than the graveyard. Kenny pitied James Bingham. The poor bastard was stuck with nothing to do and not much to see from eleven at night until he was replaced at seven. And at seven, Bingham was usually standing right at the doorway itching to get away, waiting on Kenny Gerard like a member of a tag team race.
But not this morning.
And Kenny Gerard continued to wonder where Bingham was until he discovered James hidden behind the security desk.
Bingham didn’t look good.
 
 
First at the scene were two San Francisco patrol car officers who were closest when the call came in. Murdoch, a rookie, and Winger, a three-year veteran. The pair were affectionately known at the station as the tall skinny kid and whatshisname.
Kenny Gerard thought they appeared to be very young, and he was correct. 
The two officers looked down at the body, which was stuffed under the desk between the counter and the chair. Only Winger had touched the body, and only long enough to check for pulse. James Bingham’s head sat at an angle to his torso that brought Linda Blair to Kenny Gerard’s mind, though he didn’t mention it.
“Do you think he slipped way underneath the desk and snapped his neck?” Murdoch asked.
“I suppose it’s possible,” Winger answered.
“Who do we call now—the forensic guys, the M.E., or homicide?”
“Call it in as a D.O.A., cause of death unknown,” said Winger. “Let them figure out who the hell to send.”
 
 
Darlene Roman did her laps around Buena Vista Park alone.
She missed having Tug McGraw running beside her.
Her best friend Rose and Rose’s husband were taking the kids up to Stinson Beach for a four-day weekend and the two little girls pleaded with ‘Aunt’ Darlene to let Tug go along. 
Darlene couldn’t say no because the girls were just too cute and the dog loved the beach. Darlene had joined them for dinner the night before and she left Tug there with them when she left for home, so they could get an early start north in the morning. At the dinner table with Rose, Daniel, and the two girls, Darlene wondered how she would like a family of her own.
She often speculated, but never for very long. There was a lot about being free to be herself she was not willing to give up. Sometimes Darlene felt it could be a selfish reluctance. Most of the time she understood she definitely had it in her to love and comfort and be loyal and be compassionate and passionate, but she was far from ready to have anyone be wholly dependent on her and would never let herself be totally dependent on another.
Meantime, she did have her trusty pooch.
And she did have her fun.
Darlene jogged in place for a minute before skipping up the front stairs and entering her small house opposite Buena Vista Park.
Norman Hall stood across Roosevelt Way in the park and watched as Darlene Roman closed the front door. Norman had been watching her jog around the park nearly every morning for more than a week. Hall sat down on a park bench and he stared at the house. He lit another cigarette and wondered where the dog was.
 
 
Sergeant Johnson was having one of his worst days in recent memory and it was not yet eight in the morning.
Things had actually been going downhill since the previous day. His wife had flown to Philadelphia in the afternoon. She was attending a big bash to celebrate her parents’ fortieth wedding anniversary on Saturday. Johnson politely declined the invitation to join her. He didn’t get along particularly well with his father-in-law. If he had to describe the man in two words they would be pompous ass. The man never missed the opportunity to insult Johnson, never blew a chance to remind his daughter she could have done a lot better choosing a husband. Johnson’s wife, Amy, came from Pennsylvania aristocracy—and marrying a police officer, the son of a San Francisco welder, was something her father and other members of her self-important dynasty could never understand. Even after the old man’s stroke, nearly eighteen months earlier, when for two months he could hardly speak, he managed somehow to articulate his lack of respect for his son-in-law and his disappointment in Amy for bringing someone so common into the family. 
Rocky could only imagine what they all would think if they had known Johnson in his late teens and early twenties, when he ran with the Polk Street Pirates, a gang that plagued the neighborhood with an extended rash of vandalism and petty burglary. But, then again, to these people, being a cop was not all that different from being a thug.
Johnson had seen plenty of ugly things in his sixteen years on the job and sometimes had difficulty seeing the distinction himself, but he always saw a bad cop as the exception and not the rule and did not abide with anyone who preached police corruption was a given. He never saw himself as a knight in shining armor, but he knew when citizens needed protection or sought justice a good cop was their best bet. 
And he was a good cop.
Every time Johnson was forced to deal with Amy’s dad he was given grief and the only thing that kept him from tearing the old goat’s head off after another barrage of unveiled insults was the thought of his own father and the pride in his dad’s eyes when Johnson graduated from the police academy after all of the troubled years when Bert Johnson feared his only son might end up on the wrong side of the jail cell bars. 
The only ally he had in his wife’s family was Amy’s mother, who apparently cared enough about her daughter to wish her well. But to have to put up with an arrogant jerk-off like her husband for forty years made Amy’s mother a saint or a masochist or both. Johnson felt sorry for the woman, but not sorry enough to join the festivities in the Quaker State. 
Amy, of course, was on his side.
She recognized his dilemma. She was very familiar with her father’s rudeness and understood Johnson’s reluctance to subject himself to verbal abuse. Amy Johnson could not insist her husband accompany her to Philadelphia, nor could she ignore her mother’s pleas that Amy be there. 
So Johnson stayed at home alone.
And he tried preparing his own dinner after Amy left but he burnt the crap out of it.
He was cajoled into a drink fest with one of the old gang from his Polk Street days and was sick as a dog and couldn’t sleep, especially without Amy there to scold him and then hold him. 
After lying in a very hot bath for more than an hour and drinking more than a gallon of water he finally achieved some semblance of sleep. 
And less than two hours later the telephone rudely woke him.
Now, before eight in the morning, the sergeant was crowded behind a desk in the lobby of a high-rise apartment house looking down at a dead doorman.
The lobby was a menagerie by now. Police officers escorting tenants from the elevators out to the street, keeping them away from the security desk and the victim, more officers outside interviewing tenants and trying to keep rubber-necking pedestrians moving along the street, crime scene investigators collecting evidence, ambulance personnel waiting for the body. 
Dr. Steven Altman, the Medical Examiner, rose from the corpse to stand beside Johnson.
“How did he break his neck?” Johnson asked.
“Someone broke it for him,” Altman said. 
“Great.”
“Where is the lovely Lieutenant Lopez?”
“She has the day off.”
“Lucky girl.”
Johnson tried to imagine anything less appealing than attempting to create order out of this chaos. 
For an instant, he thought that being in Philadelphia wishing a pretentious old fuck a happy anniversary might be worse. But maybe not.
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Here’s a sample from Matt Hilton’s No Going Back, a Joe Hunter Thriller.
 
 
1
 
Jay couldn’t believe it.
She thought she’d seen the last of them. But they were back and by the way they pushed their pick-up over the humps in the road they intended catching her. Should have shut my mouth, forgotten about the gas and got the hell outta there, she told herself. She shouldn’t have got involved. But she’d always had a nose for trouble, and a mouth big enough to sink her right in the middle of it. At first the patched old Dodge had been a pale blur dancing in the heat haze, but now she could make out the blocky shape and could see it was missing a mirror on the right wing. It was them all right.
‘Why didn’t I just keep my fat mouth shut?’
‘That’s what I’ve often wondered.’
Jay glanced over at Nicole. Sweet little Nicole with the size zero frame and timidity to match was perspiring and it had nothing to do with the desert heat. Normally she had a neat Louise Brooks bob, but right now the dark strands were being whipped around by the wind blasting through the open window. Under any other circumstances it would have been a good look.
‘Why are they following us?’
‘They probably didn’t have enough fun back there at the gas station,’ Jay said. ‘Don’t worry, Nic. I’ll get us out of this.’
‘You’re sure about that?’
‘Yeah. We just have to show them we aren’t afraid of them.’
‘That’s just the thing, Jay. I am.’
‘I won’t let anything happen. I promise.’
Nicole was a year older than Jay, but you wouldn’t think it. The energy of their pairing wrongly matched them as siblings, and strangers always assumed that Jay was the elder sister. It was the way she looked out for Nicole, as if her petite friend would snap under any strain. It came from being what her grandma called an old soul in a young body. More likely, Jay thought, it came from her given name. Joan was a name for someone of her grandma’s vintage, not a twenty-two-year-old. When meeting people for the first time, Jay Walker only ever introduced herself by her initial and surname, which earned her a raised eyebrow or two. ‘I like to live dangerously,’ she’d say with a wink. Now, watching that pick-up truck growing in her mirrors, she thought her words had caught up with her. Her next thought: what name would be written on her gravestone?
 
 
Jay had only wanted a comfort break. The litre of spring water she’d downed in the last hour had made a stop a matter of urgency, and though they had enough gas for another hundred miles or so, it had made sense to fill the tank before entering the desert. Kill two birds with one stone: that was the idea.
When she angled her father’s SUV up the dirt ramp and between the pumps at Peachy’s gas station, there was already another vehicle filling up and she had to wait. Squeezing her thighs together, dancing in the seat, she knew she couldn’t last. 
‘She’s all yours, Nic. I gotta go.’ She shut off the engine and slipped out on to wind-marbled concrete. She tossed the keys to her friend. ‘Fill her up, okay? I’ll pay on the way out.’
As she approached the teller’s shack, she glanced over at the old Dodge and the man feeding gas into its greedy tank. The man was tall, gaunt, with sun-dried skin and the cowboy duds to match. He’d taken off a battered straw hat and placed it on the cab while he drew on a hand-rolled cigarette. Even from there, Jay saw that the whites of his eyes looked jaundiced, almost as yellow as his nicotine-stained fingertips. He saw her, tipped an imaginary hat with his thumb. Jay smiled, but quickly averted her gaze. His gap-toothed grin wasn’t friendly.
She looked for a separate bathroom, but the teller’s booth looked like the only structure on the site. The restroom had to be inside. At the front, two glass doors smudged with thousands of fingerprints were wedged open, racks of spoiling fruit and yellowing newspapers standing sentry. Inside was a dim little space, with a cooler offering drinks and snacks on one side and racks with cans of oil, maps and postcards, and turquoise trinkets on the other. The teller was an old Native American man in trousers and braces over a checked shirt. Standing on the customer side of the counter was a man with wide shoulders and long straw-colored hair. The man was in the middle of showing the teller something when Jay bustled inside. She caught the teller’s eyes, knew immediately that what the stranger was showing him wasn’t nice.
That was when she’d first opened her big mouth.
‘Hi,’ was all she said but it was enough to ruin everything.
The teller flicked a cautionary glance at her.
The man with straw for hair turned and regarded her with a look to spoil milk. His mouth drooped open at one corner, and Jay saw he was chewing on a Chupa Chups lollipop. As he appraised her, taking in her athletic figure, her short cropped auburn hair, and lingering on the swell of her breasts, his expression changed. Now it felt like it was Jay who was spoiling from the bilious suggestion in his gaze.
‘Well, hey!’ 
Jay was no fool. She knew that she’d walked into something best avoided, but she had reached a point of desperation. She gave the man a tight-lipped smile, but aimed her words at the teller. ‘Excuse me, sir? May I use your bathroom?’
The old man waited a fraction too long to respond. His reply sounded forced. ‘Out of order, ma’am, I’m sorry.’
Jay glanced at the door next to the counter. There was no sign on it, nothing to hint that the toilet was broken. But she got the man’s words, his subtle warning that she should leave now. She glanced outside, saw that the pick-up truck had moved forward and Nic was now taking a turn at the pump. The older cowboy was leaning on the wing of his truck, toying with the space where a mirror had been broken off, but his gaze was fixed on her friend. His gaze was as lascivious as that of the younger man.
Get out, get out now, her mind screamed. Yet she was caught in a dilemma. How could she leave without first paying for the gas? She knew that the teller wouldn’t demand remuneration, but the young man would immediately say—or worse do—something about it.
‘How much do I owe you?’ She pulled cash from her jeans pocket.
The teller squinted at a display. ‘Twenty dollars should do it, ma’am.’
Jay leaned past the young man, extending two tens. The teller reached out for them, his fingers trembling. Then a palm slammed the notes down on the counter, and the young man snapped, ‘The hell is this? Don’t I get the same discount?’
At his intervention both Jay and the teller had reared back, and the young man stepped into the gap between them. He grabbed Jay, snaring her wrist in his rough palm.
‘Get your hands off me!’
The young man leaned close, saliva bubbling around the stick of the lollipop. She could smell his sickly-sweet breath as he exhaled. ‘Now this just ain’t right. There’s one price for me, another for a pretty city girl?’
The teller quickly dipped his hand into a drawer, came out with a clutch of dollars. ‘Here, take them. Take them all back.’
‘So now my money’s not good enough? I’m goddamn offended by that!’
Jay tried to twist out of the man’s grasp, but his fingers were like steel coils. ‘Get off me or I’ll call the police.’
‘The po-lice, huh? Well that would be a damn fine idea...seeing as I’ve found myself a couple thieves working in cahoots here.’
‘Thieves? Are you mad?’ Jay snatched her hand loose this time, but the young man wasn’t finished. He grabbed her by the front of her jacket and pulled her tight, thrusting her against the counter with his hips. Her kidneys were forced against the wood, but she’d lost the urge to urinate.
The teller pulled more dollars out from under the counter. ‘Look, son, just take it all, okay? We don’t want any trouble. Just take the cash and be on your way.’
The young man crunched, then spat out the stick of his lollipop. He’d sucked it down to the paper. ‘Are you sayin’ I’m a goddamn thief now? Shee-it! I was offended before, but now I’m pissed.’
‘Please,’ Jay said. ‘Before this gets out of hand, let me go.’
‘Things got outta hand a long time ago, missy,’ the man said against her neck. Jay squirmed, but he jammed her with his hips again as he dug into his shirt pocket. ‘You see this girl here?’
The man waved a sheet of paper under Jay’s nose. It was a Xeroxed photograph with a name under it. It was far too close for her to focus on. The man reversed it and waved it in front of the old man. ‘I’m looking for her. Either one of you seen her?’
‘I already told you, son. No, I ain’t seen her.’
‘So you said, but I know now you’re a goddamn liar! Like you lied about the bathroom being broke, like you lied about the price of the gas! Makes me wonder if you’ve got Helena tucked up back there in that goddamn booth of yours. I’ve a mind to—’
‘You’ve a mind to apologise to these good people is what you’ve got.’
The pressure went off Jay and she spun away from the young man, placing her back to the cooler. The perspiration on her skin felt like ice, but she didn’t move, just stared wide-eyed at the older cowboy as he stood in the doorway. He’d placed the straw hat back on his head, and it was sitting at the raffish angle adopted by the good guy in Western movies. Jay doubted there was anything good about the cowboy, though. His reason for intervening wasn’t well intentioned, but because there were too many witnesses. On the forecourt another vehicle had arrived: a station wagon with a young couple and three children inside. Nicole was also standing by the SUV, her hands at her throat as she watched the drama.
The blond man said, ‘Why, heck! If you ain’t right.’ He quickly moved away from Jay, raising his hands. He still held the Xerox and Jay saw a smudged image of a young woman on it. Beneath her name was printed the fateful word: MISSING.
The cowboy came inside. ‘My buddy is hurting, folks. His woman has gone and run off someplace. You can imagine how upset he is, I’m sure? Now let’s all just calm down, shall we, and get about our own business?’
Jay opened her mouth to object, but the teller jerked his head at her, another warning to get out. For all she joked about enjoying walking on the wild side, Jay had experienced enough of it for one day. She hurried for the door. Before she could escape, the cowboy lifted his arm and blocked her way. ‘It’s finished with, right? There’ll be no making complaints to the po-lice?’
That was when her big mouth got the better of her and said, ‘I’m not surprised that his woman ran away. Your buddy is an animal.’
The cowboy showed her his gap-toothed grin, revealing stumps of rotting teeth. ‘Yup. You got that right. He probably should be in a cage, but I’m not gonna let that happen.’ He leaned in close. ‘You get me, miss?’
‘I get you,’ Jay said, as she ducked under his arm and scurried back to the SUV.
‘What was all that about?’ Nic asked, her face drained of color.
‘Just get in, Nic. We have to get out of here.’
Jay glanced over at the pick-up truck. The sunlight was making a prism of the windscreen, causing rainbows to bounce back at her. She thought she saw another figure seated in the cab, but couldn’t be sure. Forget about it, she told herself. Two maniacs are enough for anyone to contend with.
They scrambled inside the SUV, and Nic tossed over the keys. Jay jammed them into the ignition and roared on to the highway. As dust rose in a cloud behind them, she could have sworn a figure alighted from the pick-up and moved towards the family’s station wagon. Then she could no longer see anything for the trail dirt.
‘What happened?’
Glancing across at Nicole, Jay guessed her face was as pale as her friend’s. ‘Just a couple of crazy men,’ she said. ‘If I ever see them again, it will be way too soon.’
Her words, said in hope, would come back to haunt Jay tenfold.
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I’m a firm believer in employing economy of motion, and that extends to the day job as much as anything else in life. I’d set off from my home near to Mexico Beach on the Gulf Coast to meet Jameson Walker, but I had a couple of hours to kill. My route took me past Tyndall Air Force Base, and over water on the Parkway, before reaching Panama City, where Walker’s flight was scheduled to land. Off and on for the past fortnight I’d been engaged on a job in the neighbouring town of Callaway, and it was only a minor diversion to go there and tie up the loose ends.
I had my military pension, as well as funds from the sale of my house in the UK and other savings and investments I’d set in place over the past eighteen years, but I still needed a wage. I’d signed on as a partner in my friend Rink’s private investigations business, albeit I didn’t see myself as much of a detective. The work I tended to take on was where a person’s guilt wasn’t necessarily the issue, but how they could be made to pay for their transgression was. Sometimes, by the nature of their crimes, the law couldn’t touch them. That was where I came in.
Maria Purefoy worked hard at a major chain store. It was thankless work, with long hours and a minimum wage. It was difficult for her to raise her four boys after their daddy ran off and left them to fend for themselves. Her eldest son, Brian, sixteen, had fallen in with a group of youths who believed that the only life was one spent on a skateboard. They hadn’t anticipated that the older boys would force them into using their wheels to run errands for them. Brian Purefoy had been arrested for dealing cocaine, then got himself a criminal record, a fine neither he nor his mother could afford, and threats demanding allegiance from the older gang. Maria was worried that her son was being forced down a slippery slope, and wanted things stopped.
I wouldn’t normally involve myself in a job like that—sadly they were ten a penny these days—but Maria had reported that her boy was terrified of saying no. A week before, one of his friends had been the victim of a hit and run accident where he’d ended up with two broken legs and a perforated spleen. The friend had recently told the gang where to shove their drugs. It wasn’t in me to stand idle while kids were being hurt.
Like Maria, the local cops had a thankless task on their plate. With witnesses too afraid to come forward they had no way of bringing the offenders to justice, their hands were tied. I was sure they knew why I was around and were steering a wide berth. Still, they could only allow me so much leeway before the press got hold of the story and started screaming about a crazy vigilante stalking their town. I couldn’t go in all guns blazing, but, as long as nobody died, the cops kept out of my way.
I’d already pulled two of the older skater guys; showed them the error of their ways. Still, their leader, a twenty-three-year-old punk named Joey Dorsey, had the balls to front things out. Dorsey could have made it big on the boarding scene, not that he was in Tony Hawk’s league, but he’d allowed his wilder urges to get a hold of his good sense, and had gone off track. Now he fancied himself as the local king of anarchy and lived up to the image. The trouble with following his ethos is that there’s always someone else tougher, more brutal, and prepared to bend the rules that much further. I decided that, seeing as I was passing, I might as well go and teach Joey that valuable lesson.
When I arrived at his house, I had to smile. Like many who embraced the notion of anarchy, Dorsey came from a privileged background. Basically he was a spoiled brat who’d had everything he’d desired, but was so greedy he wanted more. His house, or more correctly that of his parents, was on a huge plot of land on Callaway Point overlooking the still waters of a lagoon. It was a sprawling mansion with five bedrooms, three bathrooms, and a separate three-door garage to accommodate the family Jags and Mercs. A private road ran up to a turning circle outside the house, and I was glad to find a number of vehicles sitting out in the Floridian heat. If I was going to show Dorsey up for what he was, it was better that the message rang loud and clear.
Parking my Audi alongside a black SUV with tinted windows, I exited on to hard-packed sand. I stretched, releasing the kinks from my muscles, then made for a paved walkway that led between the house and garage. There was a babble of raucous laughter, punctuated by enough four-letter words to keep an ignoramus happy, the clink of bottles, and the splashing of bodies plunging into deep water. Smoke wafted on the breeze: a pot-pourri of barbecue sauce and marijuana.
It must have been a business meeting, because thankfully there was no sign of Dorsey’s parents, and there were none of the young girls who occasionally hung with the gang, just the eight youths who were terrorizing their younger skating buddies into dealing dope for them. The two guys I’d already had a word with were there: I recognised them by the bruises around their eyes. Another three were splashing in a large swimming pool, one more lounging on an inflatable bed at the side of it, toking on a joint. A tall, skinny guy with blond dreadlocks was turning burgers on a barbecue. Dorsey lorded it over the scene like the king of the castle, his throne a striped deckchair.
Everyone fell silent as I appeared on the paved area next to the pool.
‘The SUV back there,’ I said by way of introduction. ‘Whose is it?’
‘Who the fuck are you, dude?’ Dorsey scrambled up from the deckchair, and stood breathing hard, his hands fisted by his sides. He was wearing board shorts and a TAP OUT T-shirt that moulded to his muscles.
Ignoring him, I repeated, ‘Whose is it?’
On my way in I’d noted the dent in the front fender of the SUV; it approximated to the height of a kid squatting on a skateboard.
‘Who wants to know?’ Dorsey said.
‘I’m not making myself clear enough?’
One of the guys with a bruised face moved close to Dorsey, whispering and jabbing his hand my way.
‘You’re the asshole who thinks he’s gonna shut me down?’ Dorsey sneered, as he looked me up and down. He didn’t look too impressed, but that was good because it meant he’d underestimate me.
‘I’m Joe Hunter,’ I said, ‘and, yeah, I’m shutting you down.’
‘You’re fucking kidding me! You walk in here like King Shit and think that’s going to frighten me? Big mistake, asshole.’
There were a couple of empty beer bottles lying on the floor by my feet. I flicked one of them into the pool with the toe of my boot. The bottle made a splash, and all eyes turned to it. Distraction move only: before they could return their gaze to me, I slipped my hand under the tail of my jacket and pulled out my SIG Sauer P226. A murmur of fear spread through the group, but Dorsey wasn’t having it. He stepped forward aggressively, raising a finger to point at me. ‘You ain’t gonna do a goddamn thing with that!’ Turning to his buddies, he said, ‘He hasn’t got the balls to shoot anyone. He’s just trying to scare us.’
‘You’re right about one thing,’ I said, as I circled the pool. One of the youths scrambled out of my way, and I stood over the one lying on the inflatable bed. ‘I am here to scare you. But you’re wrong if you don’t think I’ll shoot.’
The youth on the bed let out a high-pitched shriek, flicked away his joint and tried to scramble off, but he wasn’t as fast as a bullet.
The SIG cracked.
The youth rolled over and splashed into the water, and all around me the others leaped for cover.
Over the sounds of their bleating cries came the hiss of the deflating bed.
The youth from the bed erupted out of the pool gasping, blinking chlorinated water from his eyes. Frantically he checked for blood frothing around him.
‘Relax,’ I told him. ‘I didn’t shoot you.’
Trying to live up to the size of his ego, Dorsey laughed. It was forced and everyone there knew it. ‘I fucking told you he wouldn’t.’
‘Want to try me again?’ I stalked forward; in his haste to get away the dreadlocked guy bumped the barbecue, knocking hot coals on the floor. He danced as the cinders invaded his sandals, then launched himself into the water with a howl.
Now the only ones on dry ground were Dorsey and his two lieutenants—the ones I’d already slapped around. ‘One of you owns the SUV. Which is it?’
The three of them shared glances, and I could tell from the youth on my left that the vehicle was his. Without taking my eyes off Dorsey, I lifted my SIG and aimed it at the guilty youth. ‘So it’s his? But who was driving?’
‘Not me, man!’ Suddenly Dorsey had lost all pretense at being a tough guy. Now he was just an overgrown, spoiled baby with tears on his face.
I looked at the youth I held under my gun. ‘You knocked that boy off his skateboard.’
The youth’s face folded in on itself. ‘I didn’t mean to run him down, man! We were just trying to frighten him...we didn’t mean to put him in hospital!’
‘The thing is, you did...And someone should pay for that.’
‘Not me, man! It was Dorsey who told me to do it!’
‘I know.’ I turned the gun on their leader.
Dorsey hands were still up, but they were no longer threatening. ‘Jesus, dude! C’mon...’
‘Only one way I can see to put this right.’
‘Please...’ Urine splattered down Dorsey’s legs. ‘Don’t do this, please. Don’t shoot me!’
‘Okay,’ I said, and I lowered the gun. ‘But there’s still a price to pay. Are you familiar with the concept of an eye for an eye?’
Before he could register my meaning I swivelled and snapped a kick into his knee. The joint went sideways and I heard the click of rupturing tendons. Dorsey hit the deck squealing.
‘Get up tough guy,’ I said.
‘You broke my leg!’
‘At least I didn’t shoot you. Don’t worry arsehole, you’ll heal, but riding your board will never be the same again.’ I indicated his friends with the barrel of my gun. ‘Help him up.’
The two punks dragged their moaning leader off the floor, but as soon as he could support himself on his good leg they quickly retreated. Dorsey stood trembling, his good leg partly buckling, the piss pooling around his feet. ‘You still owe that kid another leg, and a spleen.’
‘Jesus,’ Dorsey wailed. ‘You’re not gonna...’
‘No, so you can stop crying like a baby. But you are going to pay. You’ll go to the police and tell them what happened.’
‘I can’t do that!’
‘Okay. The alternative is I leave you the same way as that boy in hospital.’ I lined my boot up so that it was trained on his one good knee. He moaned as another trickle of urine darkened his shorts.
After that he was receptive to my deal, and agreed to hand himself and his buddies in to the police.
‘I’ll be listening out,’ I warned. ‘You don’t do as we’ve agreed, I’m going to come back and next time I won’t be shooting inflatable beds.’
I returned to my car while Dorsey searched for a towel. No way was he going to hospital in soiled shorts.
Back in my Audi, I made for the airport. I wasn’t proud of terrifying Dorsey and his friends. They were just young punks. On reflection, the hit-and-run accident was just a stupid idea that went wrong, but at least this way Dorsey and his crew had learned that they were heading in the wrong direction, and they wouldn’t be trailing anyone else along with them. Brian Purefoy would be safe from them now, his friend’s medical bills would be covered by the culprits’ insurance, and there’d be less cocaine on the streets of Callaway. Weighed and bagged, not a bad couple hours of work. Plus I was on time for my meeting with Jameson Walker and the money he was offering for a job more to my liking.
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Jameson Walker’s tipple of choice was whiskey. It made me chuckle, considering his name was that of two popular brands from back home. He probably wouldn’t have known that, though, and I noticed that his drink was poured from a bottle bearing an American label.
He was a big man with sloping shoulders and a square head topped with salt and pepper curls. He looked like he’d been a jock in his earlier days, but had allowed his physique to slip in his late forties. His chest swooped out into a large gut pinched in at the waist by a thick belt with a silver buckle. His voluminous shirt was decorated with small horseshoes, blue jeans and cowboy boots. He’d shrugged out of a jacket and string tie and looked like he was struggling with the heat. He used a napkin to mop his jowls. I found the interior of the bar cool, but I’d been acclimatized to the subtropics by then.
He sipped at his drink and placed it down on the napkin. He peered at me from under bushy brows, watching as I downed a mouthful of Corona directly from the bottle. There was a slice of lemon wedged in the neck, allegedly—I’d read somewhere—to keep the insects away, but I just enjoyed the bitter tang on my tongue. Walker waited until I placed my beer down.
‘Are you a family man, Hunter?’
His attention was on my hands. They were tanned by the Florida sun, but there was the occasional patch that wouldn’t color; white scar tissue on my knuckles and on the back of my right hand where I’d taken the slice of a knife. I noticed that his gaze lingered over my left hand, in particular my ring finger.
‘You’re not thinking of asking me on a date, are you?’
Jameson smiled at the quip, but there was little humour in his expression.
‘I’ve been married twenty-eight years,’ he said. ‘In all of those years my wife and I were only blessed with one child. After Joan was born, well, my wife had some problems...’
I got the gist. ‘My wife couldn’t bear children either,’ I said.
‘So you are married?’
‘Was.’ It was uncomfortable talking about my divorce because, frankly, I felt the breakdown of my marriage was my greatest failure. However I knew where Walker was leading the conversation, and didn’t see the harm in reassuring him: family meant everything to me, too. ‘Diane and I were together over fourteen years. If it was up to me, we’d still be married.’
‘Another man?’ As soon as he asked the question I could tell he was uncomfortable about it. ‘I’m sorry. That’s none of my business.’
‘She’s remarried since, but at the time there was no one else. It was me...let’s just say I committed myself to my job too much for Diane’s liking.’
Walker scratched his curls, then reached for the whiskey. He downed it, looked for the waitress and called her over. ‘Want another drink?’ 
Tilting the three-quarters full bottle, I said, ‘I’m good.’
‘You wouldn’t like something a little stronger?’
‘Not while on a job,’ I told him. ‘But you go ahead. Looks like you might need it.’
‘I’m just thirsty,’ he said with a wink. ‘This damned heat! How do you stand it?’
I’d been in much hotter places and situations, but I only offered a shrug. ‘You get used to it.’
Walker ordered another drink and the waitress wandered away to the bar.
Walker watched her go. She was a good-looking woman, slim with long legs accentuated by a short black skirt, but Walker wasn’t thinking like that. I guessed she reminded him of someone.
‘Your daughter still hasn’t been in touch?’
He toyed with the rim of his empty glass, tilted it as though checking there was nothing left. ‘I’m getting real worried now.’ 
‘How long has it been?’ I’d already read the email that Rink received, so I knew that Joan Walker and her friend Nicole Challinor had last called home from a motel in New Mexico three days earlier. But it did no harm to check.
‘There’s been no word since Monday evening. It’s now Thursday morning. Jay should’ve been in California by now.’ He drained his glass of a drip of whiskey that had grown in the bottom, then looked for the waitress. She was on her way back with a fresh tumbler perched on a silver tray. Walker placed a few dollars on the tray and transferred the full glass to his lips. ‘Maybe you could bring me another?’ he asked. When the waitress returned to the bar, he carried on. ‘The obvious things have gone through my mind. Jay’s a free spirit and not one to check in with her mom and pop every two minutes, but she knew that we were worried about her and Nicole taking this road trip and promised to call every night. Even if their cellphones aren’t working she’d find a landline to use, or she’d email me. I’ve even been on her Facebook page and she hasn’t updated it since Monday. Jay’s a fanatic for recording her trips and usually writes daily updates. But nothing has been added at her blog either.’
Mulling that over, I decided that Walker had a good point. Even if his daughter hadn’t found it necessary to check in with her parents, she’d hardly have resisted the temptation of her blog and social networking sites; these days it was like people had to share their innermost thoughts with strangers across the world.
‘Have you checked her cellphone?’
‘Called her, you mean? Of course I’ve tried.’
‘No. What I meant was, is it still switched on? Can you leave a voice message?’
‘No, there was just an automated message saying the calls couldn’t be connected.’ Walker downed another mouthful of liquor. ‘It’s the same with Nicole’s phone.’
‘Have you contacted their service providers and checked for their location?’
‘You can do that?’
‘I’m not sure how, to be honest, not without jumping through bureaucratic hoops first, but I know someone who can check for us. Didn’t the police suggest it?’
‘The cops aren’t taking me seriously. They more or less told me that it’s none of my business. Jay is an adult and it’s up to her whether she chooses to get in touch or not. Yes, Hunter, she may be an adult, but she’s still my baby girl.’
Three days wasn’t exactly an eternity. Many people had gone missing for much longer and hadn’t suffered for it. Maybe the young women were just cutting the apron strings and letting themselves fly for a while. That didn’t mean I couldn’t sympathise with their parents: if either girl was my child, I’d be as frantic as Walker.
‘I’ll need you to tell me the places they planned on visiting, plus the hotels they’ve already stayed at. Also, if you can get me their credit card or bank account numbers, I can check if they’re still using their cards.’
Walker reached for his jacket and pulled out a large envelope from an inside pocket. ‘I already thought about that. I brought photographs of both the girls, plus a route planner that I found stored on Jay’s computer. It’s marked with places of interest, as well as prospective hotels along the way.’
‘That’s very helpful,’ I said, ‘but there’s always the chance they veered off course and have taken a different route. Hopefully they’re just distracted by all the new things they’ve discovered and haven’t got round to calling yet.’
Walker believed that as much as I did, but the least I could do was offer him some hope.
‘There’s something else in there...’
At first I thought he was referring to the down payment on his fee, but, when I looked into the envelope, I found a couple sheets of folded paper alongside the photos and map.
‘It’s maybe nothing,’ Walker said, and downed the remainder of his whiskey. ‘In fact, I damn well hope it’s got nothing to do with Jay and Nicole.’
The waitress came back with Walker’s third drink while I was busy smoothing out the papers, but this time he wasn’t concerned with the liquor. He was too busy watching me for a reaction.
The papers carried printouts from a couple of news websites, all reporting on the same story dated two days earlier. At a gas station in Arizona an apparent robbery had gone terribly wrong, with the elderly teller shot dead. Tragically a young family had arrived at the scene while the robbery was underway, and whoever was responsible had shot all four dead in an attempt at silencing any witnesses. To cover up the crime further, those responsible had set fire to the gas pumps and an explosion had ripped the scene apart. Reading the story, and absorbing the senselessness of the violence and the sheer overkill of it, made me sick to the core. But I didn’t know why Walker thought this news snippet important.
Walker touched the pages with a thick finger. ‘Jay called from a Best Western hotel in Gallup, New Mexico, east of that gas station the night before this happened. They would have stayed the night, had breakfast and then hit the road. I’ve a horrible feeling that the girls might have been nearby when the robbery happened.’
Walker left the suggestion hanging in the air. It was only supposition, but what if he was right? If the robbers had gone to such lengths to silence the witnesses at the gas station, what would they have done to Jay and Nicole if they’d also been there?
‘I don’t think you have to worry about that. The police will be hunting for the people responsible, and I’m pretty sure that if Jay or Nicole had been harmed you’d know it by now.’
‘I hope you’re right, Hunter.’ 
‘I’m sure,’ I said as I folded the papers and slipped them back in the envelope. ‘In your email you mentioned that the girls were travelling in your vehicle. Well, if anything had happened I’m certain that the cops would’ve come across it by now. It doesn’t look like the robbers were interested in taking cars with them, because they just burned those at the gas station.’
‘I suppose that’s true. But I’m still worried.’
‘You’ve every right, but please try not to be. Go home to your wife and I’ll be in touch.’
‘So you are going to help?’
‘I’ve got your cell number and email address. I’ll call you, okay?’
‘You’re not going to start straight away?’
I tapped the envelope on the tabletop. ‘I already started. I’ll call you when I’m in Arizona. 
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