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There are grander and more sublime landscapes…There are more compelling cultures. But what appeals to me about central Montana is that the combination of landscape and lifestyle is the most compelling I've seen on this earth.
                                                                                                  -Sam Abell
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One
              Fog.
              Condensation.
Every few moments Dale Garvey reached out and smeared it away from the front windshield. Left wet circles across the inside of the glass. Wiped his hand along the leg of his jeans.
“You know that leaves marks on your windshield,” Megan Rayner said from the passenger seat.
Sliding his eyes shut, Garvey pushed a loud breath out through his nose. Made sure she heard it. Opened his eyes again without looking over. In the darkened interior of the truck, he would barely be able to see her.
Wasn’t sure he wanted to anyway. 
If not for the fact that he couldn’t do what he had set out to alone, he would have left her at home. She wasn’t yet ready for this. Hadn’t been through what he had.
But there was nobody else.
“I know,” he said. Still didn’t bother to look over at her. “But I can’t risk turning the engine on to run the defrost.”
Together the pair had been seated in the darkness for over two hours. Despite the steadily dropping temperatures in the interior of the truck, there was still no way to keep the windows from fogging over.
From Garvey having to wipe them clean every so often.
“Are you sure about this?” Megan asked.
It was the fifth time since they’d parked that she’d asked the question. Each time she did, it raised the annoyance within Garvey a little higher.
Just beneath the surface he could feel it lurking. Building. Waiting to explode.
Once more he drew in a deep breath. Willed himself to remain calm.
He couldn’t do this alone.
“Yes,” Garvey said. Forced his voice somewhere close to neutral. “You saw what’s happening down there. It’s only going to get worse. We can’t allow that.”
A moment of silence passed. Garvey hoped it meant she was finally accepting his explanation.
Knew better than to actually believe it.
“And you think this is the best way to ensure that?”
It was the first time a question had been posed without direct opposition. An inquiry asking for his thoughts. Nothing more.
Seated behind the wheel of his truck, Garvey felt the corners of his mouth rise.
She was coming around. Just as she always did. 
“Of course,” he said. Lowered his voice into something resembling a soothing tone. “That’s why we’re sitting out here in the cold right now. We don’t actually want to hurt anybody, we just need to make sure we’re heard.”
Beside him he could hear Megan sniffle. Whether it was from the frigid interior of the truck or stifled crying he couldn’t be sure.
“Okay,” she whispered. “I just want to make sure we don’t hurt anybody.”
“Never,” Garvey said. Reached a hand out along the back of the bench seat they were on. Slid his fingers in behind her long brown hair. Massaged her neck.
For a moment her entire body was rigid. Seemed to resist his touch.
After a few seconds the tension released. She leaned back into the steady kneading from his fingers. Let out the slightest moan of pleasure.
Having to pacify her trepidations was fast becoming a nuisance. She wasn’t made from the same stuff as him. Didn’t have the same convictions. For the time being though, that didn’t matter. He didn’t need her to believe in the cause, he needed her to believe in him.
As far as his purposes now required, that was enough.
Garvey kept his hand in place and turned his focus back out through the window. Stared through the circle already beginning to fog over again.
Felt his adrenaline spike as a pair of headlights appeared in the distance.
There was no chance they could be seen from where they were parked. The pull off was too remote, the color of the truck too dark for that.
The jolt of electricity through him was rather a result of what the headlights symbolized.
Six times in the preceding weeks Garvey had staked out the place. Even managed to get inside once. He knew there was no set schedule to when the maintenance man came and went. Just that he seemed to arrive sometime after ten. Depart late in the evening.
The important thing was that after he did, nobody else disturbed the house. The woman, the only other staff on site, hadn’t been seen in some time.
The headlights meant they now had nothing but unimpeded access for eight solid hours.
Pulling his hand away, Garvey watched as the headlights disappeared in the distance. Glanced over his shoulder at the supplies piled high in the bed of the truck. At the green cylinder propped up on the seat between them, secured into place with a seat belt.
The most important item of the evening for their purposes.
Garvey reached out and turned over the ignition. Waited as the engine warmed and the first blast of hot air hit him in over two hours.
Once the glass was clear he put the truck into gear and eased forward without turning on the lights.
The house was now empty.
It was time to move.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Two
Two voices.
One male. One female.
They drifted down the darkened hallway of the house. Found the ears of Wes Koenig as a he sat dozing in the den. The moment the sound hit him his eyes opened, the rest of him remaining motionless.
Not that he would be doing much moving anyway.
At eighty-one years old, his withered body had been confined to a wheelchair for more than five years. His form, once strong and thick, had disintegrated away bit by bit. 
What remained of it was now buried under a pile of quilts hiding a vertical accordion of exposed ribs. Twin sets of parallel matchsticks for appendages. Folds of excess skin dappled with liver spots.
The combined loss of muscle mass and adipose tissue had dropped his internal temperature by what felt like a dozen degrees. No matter how many blankets he piled on he could always feel the cold. Like a bitter spouse it nagged at him day and night. Chilled him to the core. Sapped his will. 
The most recent addition to the fight against frostbite was the space heater on the floor beside him, a new acquisition since his last stint in Montana. A low hum rolled from the fan along the base of it, pushing warmth his direction. Above it two dozen coils glowed red in the darkness, congruent waves hanging suspended in the air. 
It was there Koenig aimed his attention. Focused his eyes. Tried to place the voices.
Determine who they were, what they were arguing about.
From the first sound there was no doubt the two were at odds. Hearing them go back and forth, the fog of sleep lifted itself from Koenig. The last thing he remembered with any certainty was being fifty pages into Johnny Got His Gun, the aging paperback now face down on his lap.
Above it the reading lamp he used was still on, the neck of it twisted out above him. 
Everything exactly the way it had been an unknown amount of time before.
Leaning forward at the waist, Koenig extended a single gnarled finger from beneath the blankets. Used it to depress a switch atop the heater. The plastic felt warm to the touch as the fan kicked off, color receding from the coils.
Without the incessant buzz of the machine the room fell completely silent, the voices carrying much stronger down the hall towards him.
The original assumption was they belonged to Sharon and Wylie, his longtime servant team. Splitting the chores of the home, it wasn’t unusual for them to be discussing matters.
Sharon took care of the interior tasks. Cooking, cleaning, answering the phone. 
Wylie was her counterpart outside, tending the grounds, caring for the vehicles and machinery.
Cumulatively they had worked for Koenig for twenty years. In that time it was not common for them to be conducting business long after the sun went down, though not unheard of.
The thought settled into Koenig’s mind as he rested his head back against his chair. Listened. Just as fast raised it back up, eyes narrowed in concentration. 
Since arriving back in Montana the day before he had yet to see either one. Far as he knew, neither was even aware he was there.
Sharon had been given three weeks of leave to go back east for the birth of her new grandchild. Wylie didn’t work on the weekends. Stayed outside when he was on the premises.
There was no reason for either to be present now. Even if they were, there was no doubt the voices Koenig heard did not belong to them. While both were capable employees, they were not young. At a combined one hundred years even, their voices plainly bore the strain that a life in Montana brought with it.
Exhaustion. Exasperation. Tedium.
None of which was present in the voices drifting down the hallway towards him. In their place was a trio of measures far more worrisome.
Urgency. Tension. Animosity.
“No,” the female said. Voice clipped low in a faux whisper. “This is not what we agreed to.”
“We agreed to destroy this home,” the male responded. Equal measures of condescension and defiance in his tone. “This will do that.”
“Yeah, destroy. Not obliterate.”
“Is there a difference?” the male replied.
The voice on the back end held so much contempt Koenig could practically see the sneer on the owner’s face. 
Not that he had any idea who the owner was.
“We don’t even know if there is anybody here,” the female said. “What if we can’t control it? What if it gets out of hand?”
Putting his hands on either side of his wheelchair, Koenig pushed straight forward. Rolled himself back into the corner. Made sure he was far beyond the fading glow of the space heater.
There he remained, waiting, his hands still gripping the wheels on either side of him. Squeezed them so tight his knuckles ached.
“The house is dark, the place is silent,” the male replied. “Nobody’s home. See, listen.”
Koenig felt his heart rate spike as a moment passed.
“Hello! Anybody home?”
The man’s voice echoed through the cavernous house. Bounced off furniture that hadn’t been touched in years. Reverberated through cabinets containing china that had not once been eaten off of.
For the first time in months, Koenig felt warm. His pulse rose enough to overcome the chill gripping him. It pushed oxygenated blood through him, bringing sweat to his brow and the small of his back.
He had a decision to make. 
He could take a chance and respond. Hope that it would be enough to ward off the intruders. Send them back to wherever they had come from.
Alternatively, it could serve as an open invitation. Draw them towards him. Make him a target with no hope of defending himself.
Pulling in a deep breath of air, he opted to remain silent. Kept his body poised atop his wheelchair. Gripped the sides of his chair and waited.
“See, told you nobody was here,” the male said, a touch of mirth now obvious. “Let’s do what we came here to do and get going.”
Wishing with every fiber of his being that Wylie or Sharon would show up for some late night errand, Koenig sat and waited. Over ten minutes he remained in complete silence, tucked away in the corner.
He waited long after the first traces of an unfamiliar scent crossed his nostrils. Longer still past the sound of footsteps retreating over the wooden floorboards of the hallway.
Not until the first tendrils of smoke drifted beneath the closed door separating him from the rest of the house did he move.
But by then, it was too late.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Three
Matchsticks.
Burning embers. 
Red silhouettes against a blackened sky. The rough outline of what had been a palatial house hours before. 
Nothing more.
The misshapen image was all Butte Detective Paul Taggert could see as he pulled up to the property. Put his cruiser in park. Left the engine running.
“What do you think?”
Beside him his partner Clint Foye leaned forward and lowered his upper body to get a better view out through the windshield. Shook his head.
“Why the hell did they call us instead of the fire department?”
The same thought had gone through Taggert’s mind the moment they pulled off the road. Even as tucked away as the property was, it would be impossible for the caller not to see it burning.
As they sat and stared Taggert could almost imagine it tossing flames into the air. See the orange tongues flicking against the night sky, extending high above the treetops.
“What was the house made of?” Foye asked.
Taggert raised his eyebrows. Snorted. Let the action rock his head back an inch. “Something flammable. Does it matter?”
The remark pulled Foye away from the windshield, flattening him against his seatback. He opened his mouth once, twice, before responding.
“Just thinking the place went up fast, that’s all.”
The two had been together just three months, a pairing Taggert was not happy about at the time, only nominally more so at the moment. There was nothing in particular the young man had done to earn any acrimony, besides being young. That alone was enough to make Taggert acutely aware of his own age and give him the feeling of being a babysitter.
Neither was he overly fond of.
Without responding, Taggert killed the ignition and climbed from beneath the wheel. Slammed the door shut behind him. Hooked his thumbs into the loops of his jeans and studied the house.
It was just the third time he’d been by the place, despite it sitting eight miles from the police station. The first visit was when some construction materials came up missing as the place was being built. The second, a complaint of some kids trespassing on Halloween.
Neither trip had amounted to much.
On the opposite side of the car Foye clamped a stained tan Stetson on his head, waiting for Taggert to make the first move.
The call had come in a half hour before. Interrupted a slice of Maggie’s famous apple pie at the all night diner bearing her name. Earned a sour look from Taggert in the process.
Miles outside of town, the house was well beyond the sightline of city lights. Just barely within the city police department’s jurisdiction. 
“Another half mile down the road and this would have gone to the sheriff,” Taggert said. Took a few steps closer. Even at eighty yards out could feel the heat rolling from the structure.
“Is that good or bad?” Foye asked.
Taggert remained silent. Looked across the hood of their unmarked patrol car to his young cohort.
At a glance, the two were different in virtually every way. Foye was youthful, with a fleshy, cherubic appearance to underscore it. His cheeks were always red, his hair dark and thick. 
Missing meals clearly wasn’t a problem.
Twenty years his senior, Taggert was taller by almost a half-foot. Kept his sand colored hair cut short and pushed to the side. Wore his moustache longer.
Weighed a buck sixty five on a good day. 
While wearing his boots.
“Haven’t decided yet,” Taggert muttered. Ventured a few more steps forward. Was again held at bay by an invisible thermal wall.
Unclipping his radio from his belt, he held it to his lips. “Dispatch, this is Taggert.”
“Go ahead, Paul,” came a gruff voice just a moment later. Male. Bored. 
“Yeah, we’re on site here,” Taggert replied. “Whoever called in and said they heard something was lying their ass off.”
“You sure? Place deserted?”
“Burned to the ground,” Taggert said. Left the statement at that. Allowed any necessary information to be inferred from the single sentence.
A low, shrill whistle cackled through the radio. “Damn. Isn’t that old man Koenig’s place?”
“Yup.”
A moment of silence passed, Taggert not bothering to fill it with what he knew they were both thinking.
“Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.”
His friend on the other end of the line wasn’t blessed with the same sort of restraint.
“Better get the fire department out here,” Taggert said. Bypassed the comment completely. Ignored the stare from Foye beside him. “There’s not much left standing of the house, but there’s a lot of dry pine around here.
“We don’t make sure it’s contained, liable to burn the whole damn county to the ground.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Four
              Oklahoma.
              That one word kept passing through Drake Bell’s mind as he moved forward. Pumped his arms and slid his feet in an endless rhythmic motion.
              What brought it to mind wasn’t barbecue. Not country music. Not even Sooner football.
              It was the trail he was now on. Flattened monotony for miles in every direction despite the mountainous peaks rising high on either side.
              Not that he would ever say as much.
              “Remind me who the hell picked this?” a voice called from behind him. The sound of exasperation was obvious. So too was the din of labored breathing.
              “We all did, remember?” Sage Keuhl replied, her body just three feet to the right of Drake. Close enough he could reach out and topple her over if he wanted. Athletic and poised enough he knew better than to even try.
              “We did?” the same voice asked, a hint of pain starting to mix in.
              “Yes,” Drake said. Raised his voice to be heard without having to turn around. Kept his gaze focused forward.
              Stretched out before him was a twin pair of narrow trenches. No more than five inches wide, they cut through the hard packed snow of Western Montana. 
              Lining either side of the tracks was dense Ponderosa pine. Forested undergrowth. Stumps and felled branches. All of it covered in a thick blanket of white.
              The trail extended straight out for almost a quarter mile ahead before being swallowed by the trees. Nothing but a flat ribbon pulled taut, the trail never wavering.
              Much like a highway spread across the breadth of Oklahoma.
              “Well, this sucks,” the same voice said. 
              “Yes,” Drake breathed out in a low whisper, his thoughts much the same as the voice behind him.
              “I heard that,” Sage hissed back at him, her long hair hanging down, obscuring most of her face. She kept her attention aimed down at her own set of tracks dug into the snow before glancing over at him, her white teeth flashing beneath the orange tint of her ski goggles.
              Just a hint of mischief playing at the corners of the smile.
              “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Drake said. Matched the smile. Pushed himself two hard strides forward. Used the momentum to cut his skis across the trail. 
              Felt the spray of snow slashing his face as it kicked up at him.
              Beside him Sage coasted to a stop, her skis still entrenched in their tracks. Jammed her poles into the snow on either side of her. Lifted the goggles from her eyes and rested them over the knitted cap she wore on her head.
              Breathed deeply through her red-tinged nostrils.
              Drake watched her a moment before shifting his attention to the pair bringing up the rear. 
Following behind him was Adam Jackson, Ajax for as long as Drake had known him. On the opposite was Kade Keuhl, older brother to Sage, and the source of the unending stream of complaints thus far on the morning.
              “Since when do you not like skiing?” Drake asked as both came to a stop. Stuck their poles into the ground. Drew in deep gasps of air.
              “I love skiing,” Kade replied. Removed his goggles. Wiped the veneer of sweat from his brow. “But this isn’t skiing.”
              A smile came to Drake’s features as he glanced to Sage. Saw the same look creeping across her face.
              Both knew better than to interrupt a rant once it began.
              “Skiing is fun,” Kade launched forth, ignoring them both. “Skiing starts you off at the top of a hill. It uses gravity to do the work. All we have to do is direct ourselves, make sure not to hit anything.”
              “That’s all, huh?” Sage asked.
              “Don’t forget we have to say whee the whole way down,” Drake added.
              “And when it’s over,” Kade said, not to be deterred, “a lift takes you back to the top!”
              A chorus of chuckles echoed off the trees nearby. 
              “But this,” Kade continued, “this is just masochism. This is pushing ourselves across a flat piece of ground. No speed, no gravity, no wind in our face.
              “Just burning lungs and sweaty asses.”
              At that the chuckles erupted into full blown laughter, the sound carrying out through the morning. 
              Just the way most Zoo Crew outings tended to go.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Five
              The Zoo Crew.
              The moniker awarded to the single most random grouping of misfits the city of Missoula had ever seen.
              The group found its origin seven years before, an organic outgrowth formed as a necessary reaction to their surroundings. None of them quite belonged. All of them were bored and searching for like-minded individuals.
              The unholy union was made.
              The first coupling in the group was with Drake and Kade. Brought together as freshmen on the University of Montana football team.
              At the same time on the opposite end of campus, Drake and Ajax were paired together. Neither had ever met the other before arriving. Neither could be more different from the other if they tried. If not for the algorithm employed by the University of Montana housing system, there’s a decent chance the two never would have met.
Fortuitously for all, they did.
In total, it took just a few weeks for easy camaraderie among all three to form. Soon thereafter, it became an alliance that still showed no signs of slowing.
Demarcated by their respective places on the fringes of traditional western Montana society, the trio vowed to never let it impede in anything they wished to do.
Part of that vow was the formation of the Crew, a functional action plan for their freshmen year pact. With just weeks before finals and the last dregs of a long Montana winter passing, they made the decision to meet at least three mornings a week.
Come together. Get outside. Be as active as the playground that was western Montana would allow.
Didn’t matter the time of year or even the activity.
Find someplace where nobody cared about their differences. Leave the world behind. Release every bit of pent up frustration or inhibition they might be harboring.
Over time, something of an odd schedule had formed. In the summer they hit the water, fishing rods in hand. In the winter, they swapped them out for ski poles. The time in between was reserved for hiking, golfing, snowshoeing.
Not that it ever really mattered. The action itself was far from the point.
The sound of cold plastic slapping against frozen metal rang out as Drake dropped his skis into the bed of his truck. Echoed even louder as he loaded his boots in beside them.
On the opposite side Ajax did the same, his movements slow and stiff from the cold. Thunderous booms rang from the frozen metal as he flung his implements down.
“I would have thought you’d appreciate cross country skiing,” Drake said. Tugged his cap off his head. Ran a hand back over his hair.
Cold air sniped at the perspiration on his scalp. Gave his exposed skin a prickly sensation. Sent steam rising into the morning air.
“Yeah, why’s that?” Ajax asked, his voice muffled through a thick scarf enveloping what little of his face was visible beneath his parka.
“Like our boy over there so eloquently pointed out,” Drake said. Jutted a chin towards Kade loading his gear into the bed of the neighboring truck. “There’s no wind in your face, the opportunity to get sweaty.”
“No, he said his ass was getting sweaty,” Ajax corrected. “My butt is still freezing, just as it has been since Halloween.”
“Just like it will be until Cinqo de Mayo,” Sage added, coming up alongside Ajax. Peeled her gloves off and slapped them against her palm.
Sprawled across the lot around them was an uneven tangle of cars. Just over a dozen in total. The few brave souls willing to make the trip up under the circumstances. 
Normally the lot was as full as the makeshift space would allow. Cars parked on snow banks. Wedged between trees. Today the lot was almost barren, a thin morning sun reflecting off the snow smashed flat.
“And by that you of course mean the Fourth of July,” Drake added.
“Of course,” Sage conceded.
Between them Ajax made no effort to remove any clothing. Merely stood and shook his head in disgust.
“One good thing about cross country skiing,” Kade said, bringing up the rear, ushering the entire group forward. “Is there was no race at the end this morning.”
Rising in front of them was Snow Plaza, preeminent ski destination in the region.
Constructed from old growth pine and painted red, it stood out against the landscape regardless of time of year. In the middle of it was a high A-frame with windows allowing light to spill out. Pushed to either side were matching wings, small square windows lining them in uniform patterns.
“Meaning you two don’t have to buy us breakfast?” Drake said. Circled wide. Made up the far left end of the group moving four across.
“Damn,” Sage added from the opposite bookend. “I was growing rather fond of steak and Kristal every morning, weren’t you?”
As they walked up the steps to the front door the two ends faded back. Allowed Kade and Ajax to head on inside.
“I wouldn’t say every morning,” Drake said. “Just the three days a week we come up here.”
The remark drew another smile from Sage.  A pair of shaking heads in front of them.
“Piss on you,” Ajax muttered. Loud enough to be audible. Soft enough to make it look like an accident.
“Both of you,” Kade added. 
Made sure he was heard.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Six
Roaring fire on one end. 
Bustling kitchen on the other.
Several handfuls of tables filling the space between them.
Most winter days there would be but a few seats available. The buzz of congregated humanity and conversation would hang in the air. Condensation from snow and sweat would cling to the windows.
Given the current state of the things though, the place was almost deserted.
“Hey, Mikey, any word on when the chair lift will be up?” Kade called as he passed by the kitchen. 
Through the open window a beefy man in a too-tight t-shirt leaned out. Ran a forearm over his face.
“Looks like not until the end of the week,” Mike said. Shook his head in derision. “Damn thing is killing my business.”
“Well, allow us to help,” Kade replied. “The usual for all of us, if you’d be so kind.”
Mike acknowledged the order with a salute, a greasy spatula coming to his brow. Just as fast he disappeared inside. Left a sparse string of meal tickets fluttering in his wake.
“The usual?” Drake asked. Followed Kade and Ajax down the middle aisle. Headed towards their customary table in the corner. “Since we actually have to pay today I was thinking toast and tea.”
“I was leaning more towards saltines and water,” Sage replied. “Girl has to be frugal, fending for herself.”
In front of them Kade and Ajax both ignored the comments. Waved to Lewis and Cynthia Hill, arguably the only two people more recognizable in Snow Plaza than the Crew. Headed for their spot by the fire.
After the previous two months of pandemonium filling the space, an eerie quiet had settled in. Not since the very first day of the season had the lodge hosted such a small crowd, a direct response to the lift being down for the first time in years.
Some regulars claimed it was the first loss of time since the seventies. 
Certainly the first since the Crew started frequenting the place.
Moving in pairs, they circled around the same table they’d been using for half a decade. Came to a stop behind their customary chairs.
Seated closest to the flames was Ajax, his entire body still mummified in North Face arctic gear. At least once a week some passerby cautioned him against sitting so close to an open fire, but each time he waved them off with a polite nod.
A trust fund child from the North End of Boston, Ajax was the first person Drake encountered in Missoula that wasn’t wearing a jersey and helmet. Standing four inches above six feet tall and having the long stature and even gait of an athlete, he was often mistaken for it though.
If not football, basketball at the least.
In truth he had chosen the school because it was far from the privilege his family seemed intent on suffocating him with. Any status as an outlier he endured was worth it for the assurance of knowing there was no chance they would show up unannounced.
              Blessed with an enormous financial backing should the need arise, not once had he ever touched a cent. Instead he had parlayed a sharp eye and keen interest in video games into a position as one of the top designers in the country. Worked out of the home he now shared with Drake.               Flew business partners to Missoula for any in-face meetings that arose.
              Across from him Kade took a seat, dropping his hat and gloves onto the table. Shaking out his long dark hair, bits of water dripped onto the table in front of him.
              The very first person Drake met in Montana, he was the product of a German father and a Native American mother, the contributions of both obvious in his features.
              Long hair that hung straight down to his shoulder blades. Light skin. Blue eyes. Angular face.
              As someone of mixed ethnicity growing up on the Flathead Reservation sixty miles north of Missoula, he found himself an oddity. Too light for the Native American community and too dark for the Caucasian crowd, feistiness was ingrained at an early age. Took hold and made him a good football player.
              Great friend.
              Half a foot shorter than Ajax, he had yet to age a day in the seven years Drake had known him, his features and his physique were both kept in check working as a fire jumper. Six months of the year he was on the road, working over fires across the western states. The rest of the time he was in Missoula, keeping a sharp eye on the ladies in town and running with the Crew.
              “Alright, so I think we can all safely assume that cross country is off the agenda until next year at least?” Sage asked, taking up a spot beside her brother.
              Two years junior to all others, she was the newest member of the Crew. 
Seated side by side with her sibling the resemblance was clear, an obvious amalgamation of European and Native American. Having survived the same predicament of identity as he, soon after graduating high school she had left the res for Bozeman, enrolling in the only nursing program in the state.
              When her time there was complete she had split the distance and tried her hand at Missoula. Accepted a position at St. Michael’s Hospital.
              Upon first arriving, Kade had invited her along to help ingratiate her with the community. Within two months it became apparent to all she would rather run with the guys than the rest of town anyway.
              They had welcomed her with open arms.
              “If by next year you mean never again, then yes,” Kade said. Let another sour look cross his features. 
              “Even if the lift is still down?” Drake asked. Masked his amusement at the situation. Gave no indication that he was just goading his friend.
              At face value, Drake was the most in line with what was thought to be traditional in Missoula.
              His time in Montana had started seven years before when he’d been recruited to serve as a middle linebacker. At the time, he’d simply been looking for someplace to pay for him to continue playing ball. In the years since the confluence of his attending law school and his parents passing had given him little reason to leave.
              A deep love for the mountains and the Crew both only served to solidify the decision.
              Standing right at six feet tall, he wore his blonde hair short, had blue eyes. His thick neck and thighs had receded back to normal since hanging up his cleats, though he could still pass for an athlete to the untrained observer.
              It wasn’t until he opened his mouth and an unbridled southern drawl spilled out that anybody suspected he wasn’t Montana born and bred.
              “Yes,” Kade replied. Added an emphatic nod. “I will go take a polar bear plunge in the Clark Fork three times a week before I do that again.”
              At that Ajax unwound the scarf from his head. Flopped it down on the table in front of him. Peeled back his hat and let the tangle of dreadlocks he wore fall across his dark brown skin.
              “Easy now, let’s not go getting crazy.”
              Earned a chorus of chuckles from the table.
              “He speaks!” Sage gasped. Managed to raise the chuckles into full laughter.
              “Yeah, well, you all keep talking about jumping in frigid water you’ll be hearing a lot more from me,” Ajax said. Leaned back in his chair. Folded his arms across his parka.
              “Take all that cross country gear we won’t need anymore and have myself a nice little bonfire. Sit and wave as you crazy bastards strip down and go for it.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seven
              Burning.
              Not the last standing bits of the house. There were precious few of those remaining.
              Taggert’s eyes. He could feel his tear ducts working to try and cleanse six hours of smoke from them. Was certain they would be red rimmed whenever he glanced into a mirror. Also knew that with a nose that refused to stop running, nostrils irritated by the same source, he must be a hell of a sight.
              Not that there was anybody at his empty apartment to give a damn anyway. 
              The sound of Taggert’s car door slamming carried out over the morning as he climbed out. Leaned back against it. Took a long pull on his coffee.
              The bitter liquid burned his throat as it slid down, served straight black from a paper cup.
              The taste brought a wince to Taggert’s face as he shoved his free hand into the pocket of his jeans. Surveyed the scene for the first time under the light of day.
              Gone was much of the pandemonium that had been present ten hours before. The trio of fire engines. The half dozen police cruisers. The small cadre of media that had made the drive out in the dead of night.
              In their stead was only a single man. Dressed in bright yellow fire pants and a matching jacket hanging open, he walked slowly through the remains of the house. Flipped over the occasional charred board with the edge of his boots.
              Repeatedly ran a handkerchief over his face to wipe away sweat.
              Taggert stood and watched him for a few moments before looking over the grounds around him. All the telltale features of the coordinated circus the night before still lingered.
              Wide tire trenches cut through the mud. Grass matted flat by a crowd pushing forward. A few strings of dirty police tape stretched wide, forming arbitrary barriers.
              Shaking his head at the concentrated craziness of it all, Taggert lifted the coffee back to his lips. Swallowed down a third of the cup in a long gulp. Let his eyes drift shut as he stood and waited.
              In total, it took only a few minutes.
              “Morning.”
              The voice preceded the sound of footsteps by several seconds. Snapped Taggert’s eyes open. Pulled his attention back towards the remains of the house.
              “Morning,” Taggert replied. Pushed himself up from the car. Took three steps forward and extended his hand.
              Meeting him just past the front of the car was Butte arson investigator Waylon Sharp. Reciprocated the handshake, grip wet with sweat. Released it and turned to the side, standing perpendicular to Taggert so they could both survey the house.
“What a mess,” Sharp opened. Pushed out a sigh. Shook his head.
Both men having logged the better part of two decades in Butte, it was far from the first time their paths had crossed. Unlike most cities there wasn’t much competition between their respective forces, both too small to bother with such matters.
A few years younger than Taggert, Sharp had already resigned himself to a head shaved bald. A goatee encasing his mouth. A few lines around his eyes and jaw line.
The strain of the last couple hours was also plain on his features. Red rimmed eyes to match Taggert’s. Streaks of sweat rolling down his cheeks. A few errant strands of soot on his bare head.
“That bad?” Taggert asked.
The question brought a snort from Sharp, his entire upper body rocking a few inches. “Worse. You been out here before?”
“Couple times,” Taggert replied. Didn’t bother going into the details of his previous visits.
“So then you know this place was damned enormous.”
They weren’t the words Taggert would have chosen to describe it, but he couldn’t argue with them either. “Yup.”
“And you see how little of it is left?”
Already Taggert knew where this was going. Had been thinking the same thing since arriving the night before. 
From what he could remember the house had two wings spread from a central hub. Only a single story tall to accommodate the old man’s wheelchair, it was designed to sprawl in either direction.
Looking at it now, the central hub was completely gone. Large portions of either wing as well.
Only the two far ends were left even semi-intact. Two misshapen chunks over eighty yards apart. Both with large fireplaces serving as capstones for the home.
In the distance was a cluster of barns, their red paint stained with soot.
“Arson?”
“No doubt about it,” Sharp confirmed. “Place went up too fast, burned down too far for it not to be.”
Twisting his lower mandible to the side, Taggert pulled the end of his moustache into the corner of his mouth. Chewed on it. “Couldn’t have been a faulty gas line or something?”
Again he knew the answer already, but had to ask the question just the same.
“No,” Sharp said. Shook his head. “It would have taken the whole place from end to end. Besides, there’s residue everywhere, but it isn’t consistent with a gas line.”
In eighteen years, only twice had Taggert had to investigate fires. The prospect of doing so now didn’t especially enthuse him. “Any idea what it was?”
“Not yet,” Sharp said. “I’ll have to come back tomorrow when everything has cooled down and take some samples.”
The information surprised Taggert a bit, his eyebrows rising. His first supposition upon seeing Sharp out here this morning was that was what he was doing.
“I heard about it over the line this morning,” Sharp offered as an explanation. Didn’t bother glancing over. “Thought I’d come take a look and secure the place in case I needed to come back.
“You’d be surprised how many pyro’s like to come look around if I don’t.”
The previous surprise faded from Taggert. Making sure the place was secure was the same reason he had ventured out so early in the morning.
Nothing drew the lookey-loo’s like a good fire.
Lifting the coffee cup again, he took another drink. “No signs of life inside, right?” 
All indicators the night before had been that nobody was home. There were no known numbers for Koenig, all early attempts to contact him coming up blank.
By all accounts the place was nothing more than a summer home. A spot the old man came to when he wanted to fall off the grid for a while.
Butte in January was certainly not a summer destination.
Maybe even too far off the grid for someone like Koenig.
“Not that I saw,” Sharp replied, “but like I said, I won’t know anything until tomorrow.”
Taggert nodded at the response. There were still dozens of questions that would need to be answered in due course. All would have to wait until the next day.
Trying to do anything before Sharp had a chance to look around would be a fool’s errand. An exercise in tedium and nothing more.
“Sure is a shame,” Taggert said. Swirled the dregs of his coffee in the bottom of his cup. Tossed them out on the ground at his feet.
“Yeah,” Sharp said. Added a snort for emphasis. “Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy either, right?”
At that the corner of Taggert’s mouth turned up just slightly as he turned to watch Sharp trudge on back towards his truck.
Said nothing.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eight
Sunlight.
Not overbearing and powerful like June. 
Just enough to splash across the bed and pull Dale Garvey from his slumber.
Raising his hands to his face, he let out a groan. Massaged the puffy skin around his eyes. Brushed away the bits of sleep crusted in the corners.
Smelled the faint traces of gas and hand soap on his fingers. 
Rolling onto his shoulder, he tossed a hand out across the bed. Expected it to touch warm skin. Instead found only a bare sheet, already cool to the touch.
“Megs?”
Cracking his eyes open a little further, he raised himself onto an elbow. Ran his free hand back through his hair. Looked around the room.
“Megs?”
There was no response throughout the house. No sound at all save a light wind pushing against the windows, shaking the tree branches outside.
“Christ,” he muttered, jerking back the covers. Ignored the goose pimples that covered his bare skin as he stood. Pulled on a pair of sweatpants from the floor.
Felt his ire spike again.
This was supposed to be a moment of triumph. Not another exercise in pacification. 
The floorboards creaked underfoot as he moved out into the hallway. Checked for light coming from the bathroom. Found none. Passed by the kitchen and into the living room.
Seated on the bench seat underscoring the trio of windows overlooking the yard was Megan. She sat with her knees bent upward and her chin resting on them, a woven afghan wrapped around her entire form.
She made no effort to glance back at him as he approached. Gave no movement at all.
“Hey,” Dale said. Padded across the silent living room. Turned and perched his backside on the edge of the bench. “Whatcha doing in here?”
Still, she gave no response.
Dale had met Megan Rayner a year and a half before. Just removed from Rocky Mountain College in Billings, she had joined the organization as a receptionist. Was so full of vigor she quickly ascended to a staff position.
Had moved in with him less than six months later.
“Hey,” Dale repeated. Raised a hand and rested it on her knee. Ran the back of a finger along her cheek. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” Megan finally answered. Raised her voice to no more than a whisper. Continued to stare out the window.
Turning at the waist, Dale looked over his shoulder at whatever she was watching so intently. Saw the same smattering of trees that was always out there. Watched as their bare branches swung in the wind. Noticed the bottoms of the icicle Christmas lights hanging down from the top of the windows, more than a month past their expiration.
“Pretty morning,” he managed. Knew it was anything but. Overhead the sun was little more than a pale white disc, offset against a backdrop of grey.
“Yeah,” Megan whispered, the top of her head moving while her chin remained on her knees. 
Shifting back to her, Dale honed in on her face. Saw the puffiness around her eyes. The irritation around her nostrils.
Wasn’t sure if they were from crying or from the fire the night before.
“Hey,” he whispered, inched himself a little closer. “What we did last night was a good thing.”
A small shudder passed through Megan. The front of the blanket pinched in a little tighter. “Yeah, I know.”
“Do you?” Dale asked. Lowered his head so he could look up at her. “Cause you seem kind of sad.”
For the first time her gaze met his, her face void of expression. She said nothing.
“And you shouldn’t be,” Dale said. “What that home meant, what it represented, was a scourge on society. We scored a major victory last night.”
The corners of Dale’s mouth lifted upward in a small smile as he stared at her. Dropped his head a little lower. Twisted himself an inch to either side, letting the smile grow.
After his third such gyration, the move seemed to work, just as he knew it would.
Just as it always did.
A faint smile pulled at Megan’s mouth as she looked at him. The skin around her eyes tightened a bit.
“Yeah?” she whispered.
“What, are you kidding me?” he asked, mock surprise in his voice. “If people knew who was responsible for it, they would be congratulating us.”
The smile grew a bit larger on her face, though she remained silent.
Sensing his opening, Dale raised his hand to the top of her head. Ran his fingers back through her hair.
“In fact, I guarantee you they’re cheering us now, even if they aren’t allowed to do so publicly.”
The final words seemed to be what she needed to hear. The icy façade fell away, her smile for the first time appearing genuine.
“Good,” she whispered, just barely audible.
“Good,” he echoed before rising and walking away.
Not once did he look back.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nine
“What the hell are you still doing here?”
Drake knew the question wasn’t meant to be as hostile as it sounded. Far from it. The smiling face of Greg Mooney framed in the doorway only confirmed it.
“Yeah, you’re done,” Wyatt Teague added, stepping in to fill the remaining free space in the doorway behind him. “You should be downtown somewhere trolling for ladies.”
A smile crossed Drake’s face, though he remained silent.
“I can see it now,” Mooney said, picking right up. “Saunter into Blue’s, slide up to the bar.”
“Why hello,” Teague continued. “Did you know my name is Drake Bell, former swinging dick of Griz football?”
“Current big time lawyer?” Mooney finished.
Upon impersonating him they had both shifted into James Bond style accents. Arched an eyebrow as if trying to appear debonair.
“Ha!” Drake said, almost spitting the word out at them. “How long have you two been practicing that?”
Mooney took a few steps into the room. Looked back at his counterpart filing in behind him.
“Since, what, first year?” he asked.
“If not even a little before that,” Teague confirmed.
“And how’d that work out for you?” Drake asked.
The two again shared a glance, Mooney shrugging his shoulders. “Meh.”
“Not as well as it should have,” Teague added. “You need to up your rep around town.”
The smile remained in place as Drake looked them over. Neither of the pair stood taller than five-seven. Mooney’s bright red hair was never combed and only mildly distracted from an expanding paunch. Teague countered with hair that was thinning by the day and a set of knock knees.
Something told Drake his reputation around town wasn’t the weak link, though he said nothing.
“So to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?” Drake asked. Dropped his pencil down on the desk. Laced his fingers behind his head.
“Word on the street is this is it for you,” Teague said. Circled around one of the black leather chairs seated opposite Drake. Dropped himself down into it.
A moment later Mooney did the same, the three taking up the only seating options in the office. A battered secondhand desk split the room down the middle and law volumes lined the walls.
Otherwise there was precious little room for anything else in the cramped space.
“Lucky bastard,” Mooney added.
The trio had been working together since the new school year began in the fall. As third year law students, working for a legal clinic was a requirement before graduation.
Together the three had chosen the Missoula Legal Services clinic, an endeavor that allowed them to provide free aid to people in the community that otherwise couldn’t afford it.
At the time, none of the three had considered the feel-good aspects of working for the indigent. They had only jumped at the opportunity because it allowed them to work together and required the least amount of faculty oversight.
They were able to practice law under the comforting umbrella of the state university and its impregnable malpractice insurance. Didn’t yet have to worry about passing the bar exam to do so.
The fact that there was also some moral upside had been a bonus they later stumbled upon.
“Kept telling you guys to pick up a few summer classes,” Drake said. Kept his hands laced behind his head. Raised his eyebrows a half inch.
“Not my fault I’m done here and you two are still paying to come to work every day.”
Across from him both parties grumbled under their breath. Loud enough to be heard. Too soft to be ascertained.
Had the situation been reversed, there was no doubt he would have felt much the same.
“Anyway,” Drake said, pushing the conversation back on course. “Got a few final bits of paperwork to bang out, and then I’m out.”
“To do?” Teague asked.
“Study for the next three weeks,” Drake said. “Take the bar, then we’ll see what happens.”
Already he was more than a month into preparation for the exam, though the next few weeks would be nothing but cramming.
It was a prospect he was not especially looking forward to.
“Eesh,” Mooney said, his face twisted up.
“Sounds miserable,” Teague added.
“Right, on both counts,” Drake agreed.
“Agreed,” Mooney said, nodding for emphasis. “Which is why we came in here to offer to buy you dinner this evening.”
Without moving Drake allowed his face to register surprise, the smile returning to his features.
“Really?”
In the three years he had known the pair, not once had they ever willingly paid for anything. The number of times they had ever turned down something could also be counted on the same fist.
“Just to be clear,” Teague said, extending a hand towards him. “The invitation stands for any place where the average entrée is less than ten dollars.”
“And doesn’t include tax, tip, or drinks,” Mooney added.
Another laugh erupted from Drake, his entire face creased with a smile.
“Gentlemen, while I am deeply touched by such a heartfelt gesture, I am afraid I must decline.”
A look passed over both their faces that traveled somewhere between disappointment and relief.
“Another offer?” Mooney asked.
“Because remember,” Teague said, “after you pass the bar and have income, we’ll be expecting you to pick up the tabs for a while.”
Once more Drake shook his head in amusement. Picking up the tab was something he’d been doing for years anyway.
“Actually, I’m meeting Emily this evening.”
At the mention of Emily both men’s jaws dropped open. 
Neither said anything. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Ten
Vanilla.
Taggert could smell it rising with the steam rolling up off of his coffee cup. Raised his gaze to Foye across from him, an eyebrow arched.
“What?” Foye asked, his features completely void of any sarcasm. “It’s a vanilla latte, I thought you might like it.”
The look lingered on Taggert’s face another moment before turning his attention back to the screen before him. Not once in his life had he taken his coffee any way but straight black, a fact every other person in the precinct knew well.
Damn near ever person in Butte, if pressed.
Apparently it was a maxim that had somehow managed to slip by his new partner.
“I spoke to Sharp this morning,” Taggert said. Left the coffee sitting on the table beside him. Despite having gone home for a few hours of sleep, he still desperately needed the jolt of liquid caffeine.
Refused to even consider the drink before him.
“He says it was definitely arson.”
On the opposite side of the desk, Foye’s eyes and mouth formed into three congruent circles. He remained silent as he sat in the chair, his shoulders hunched forward, both hands cradling his own drink.
“It will be tomorrow before he gets out there and gives the place a thorough examination, though,” Taggert added.
Foye nodded at the information. “But he’s still certain?”
“Yeah,” Taggert said, cutting the younger man off. “The destruction was too absolute for there not to be a tremendous amount of accelerant. Residue wasn’t consistent with a gas line fire.”
Again Foye nodded, his face void of any real reaction.
Just watching him process the information again reminded Taggert how green he was.
“So where do we go from here?” Foye asked.
Something about the way the question was phrased further irked Taggert, though he couldn’t quite put his finger on why. It was the correct thing to ask. Something he had posed to himself a few times already.
The way Foye had grouped them together though just didn’t sit right.
“For the next twenty hours we work with what we can,” Taggert said. Put just a hint of an edge to his voice. 
“Meaning?” Foye asked.
“Meaning until Sharp gets a look at things out there in the morning, there isn’t any sense in us digging too much right now.”
This time Foye had the good sense to remain silent. Waited for Taggert to continue.
“We still haven’t been able to track down Koenig,” Taggert said. “I talked to a guy down the road this morning that said he was only there a few months a year though.”
“Summer person?” Foye interjected.
Taggert nodded, not bothering to break his line of thought.
“Also said he has a pair of employees working for him, a man that does the outdoor stuff and a woman that handles the inside chores.”
“How very progressive,” Foye said.
This time Taggert pushed ahead without acknowledging his statement in any way.
“We’ll track them down tomorrow after hearing back from Sharp,” Taggert said. 
At this Foye’s expression clouded, his eyebrows pushing in from either side. “Won’t they show up this afternoon and wonder what happened? Be concerned that their job went up in flames?”
Pushing a loud sigh out through his nose, Taggert rolled his gaze over to glare at Foye. Again there was nothing wrong with what the young man was saying.
More the fact that he insisted on interrupting to say it.
Taggert waited a long moment to ensure his point was made before looking back at the screen before him.
“I sent a uniform with the neighbor this morning to get their names. He was told to inform the employees of what happened, tell them both we would be by in the coming days.”
This time Taggert paused a moment. Waited for a question that never came.
“Until we hear back from Sharp,” Taggert said, “we won’t even know what to ask them. Can’t very well investigate a crime until we know exactly what it is.”
The scent of the coffee continued to flit across his nose as he turned from Foye. Went back to the computer before him. Used his right hand to work the mouse on the desk, rifling through a series of images onscreen. 
“In the meantime I’m looking at traffic cams for the approximate time of the fire last night,” Taggert said. Clicked through two more.
Found nothing of interest.
“They only go so far as the edge of town, but we might get lucky.”
Raising his bottom up from his chair, Foye leaned forward. A new scent rose from the cup in his hand as he did so, cinnamon finding its way to Taggert as well.
“Lucky on what?”
A long moment passed as Taggert stopped his search. He stared at the neutral screen before shifting his attention to Foye, determined to wait as long as necessary to make his point.
In total it took nearly a full minute.
Realizing what was happening, Foye lowered himself back into his chair. Placed his cup on the ground between his feet.
Drew himself even further inward, lowering his eyes towards his lap.
“Lucky on anything,” Taggert said. “Like I said, right now we don’t have much to go on. If we happen to spot video of something suspicious though, might be worth looking into in the meantime.”
Across from him he could tell Foye had another question lined up, but opted to bite his tongue.
Fighting to hide any sort of a reaction, Taggert went back to the traffic cameras. Played them one at a time. Ran the videos in fast forward starting at midnight and pushing forward until one a.m.
Despite what he had just said, he didn’t hold out much hope for anything of value surfacing. 
The very last one he took a look at proved just how wrong that supposition was.
The jolt of adrenaline that passed through him did far more to raise his senses than any vanilla latte could ever hope to.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
Pain.
Eardrum shattering. Head pounding. Psychosis inducing.
The sound reverberated through the house. Echoed off the walls. Burrowed itself inside Tyce Riggins’s head as he strode down the hallway. 
Finding the source of the sound, he jerked the smoke alarm off the wall. Removed the battery from the back of it. Opened the patio door and tossed it on the deck chair nearby just to be certain.
Once the sound was far removed he left the door open a couple feet. Waved his hand in an attempt to funnel the haze of smoke from the kitchen.
“Honey, what the heck?” he asked. 
Eight feet away stood his wife Kara. Atop the stove before her was a cast iron skillet, a steady plume of dark grey smoke rising from it. At the bottom of the makeshift twister was something of indiscernible nature resembling a charcoal briquette.
A matching look of pain seemed to be on Kara’s features, her face twisted up. Bits of soot seemed to have already settled on her cheeks, tracks of tears cutting through it from her eyes to her chin.
“I don’t know,” she said, her face contorting further with each word. “I was standing right here, I was just trying something new...”
Halfway through the words fell away completely. Both hands rose to her face as a sob wracked her entire body. 
Unable to keep a smile from his face, Tyce walked around the breakfast bar extended out from the wall. Left the door standing open behind him. Wrapped both arms around his wife and pulled her close to him. Inhaled deeply as the mass of strawberry blonde hair piled atop her head settled beneath his nostrils.
Five months into pregnancy with their first child, it was far from the first time she had broken down over seemingly innocuous matters.
Something told Tyce there would be plenty more before things were over as well.
“Hey, now,” Tyce said. Rubbed his hands along her back.
Reached past her and turned off the heat on the stovetop.
“I’m not actually that hungry tonight anyway,” Tyce said. “There’s some ice cream in the freezer isn’t there?”
Standing two inches above six feet tall and weighing twenty pounds north of two hundred, they both knew the statement was a lie. The times were very few that Tyce wasn’t hungry.
“I’m not going to let you eat ice cream for dinner,” Kara said. Pushed herself a few inches away from him. Swatted at his chest with a balled up fist.
“If I’m going to be a mother, I need to learn to cook.”
The statement brought another grin to Tyce.
So far in their first year and a half of marriage, cooking was the only thing Kara had not yet seemed to figure out. 
To her credit though, it certainly wasn’t for lack of trying.
“Bah,” Tyce said. Moved his hands to her shoulders. “You’re lucky. The baby comes with a ready-made food source built right in.” 
He squeezed her shoulders twice and added, “I mean, the milk alone will carry the little guy until he’s what, three or four years old?”
An involuntary chuckle slid from Kara as she again cuffed her husband on the chest.
“Three or four, huh?”
“Just saying you’ve got time is all,” Tyce said. Had his attention pulled towards the front doorbell ringing. Smiled. “Uh-oh, neighbors must have called in a crime. Smells like something was massacred over here.”
Once more Kara couldn’t keep back a laugh. “Very funny, Mister. You go answer the door while I destroy the evidence.”
The momentary emotional outburst averted, Tyce swung back around the counter. Slid the patio door closed. Made his way through the living room and opened the front door.
Before him stood a pair of men, one older than the other by close to twenty years. The older man was dressed in the gentlemen cowboy uniform of jeans and a blazer. Wore his moustache long.
Behind him was a younger man Tyce had seen a couple of times at the gym wearing jeans and a black jacket with the shield of Butte Police Department on his sleeve. Carried a stained cowboy hat in his hands.
“Evening,” the older man said. “My name is Detective Taggert, this is Detective Foye. Are you Tyce Riggins?”
“I am,” Tyce said. Remained standing in the doorway. One hand on the door, the other on the frame. “Is everything okay, officers?”
“Detectives,” Foye corrected. 
Tyce watched as Taggert shot a withering glare over his shoulder before turning back to face front. “May we come in for a moment?”
Any trace of earlier mirth faded from Tyce’s features. “What’s this about?”
“Last night,” Foye said. Shifted himself behind Taggert to be seen better.
In turn Taggert shifted a few inches to the side, blocking the younger man from view. “Just a couple of questions. Would you mind if we come in?”
The second time the question was asked it managed to find its way to Tyce’s consciousness. He snapped himself to the side. Extended a hand towards the living room.
“Yeah, please, come in.”
Each stopping to wipe their boots on the rug, the detectives stepped in one at a time. Seemed to move slow. Glance around.
Tyce waited until they were inside before closing the door behind them. Followed into the living room.
“You’ll have to pardon the smell,” he said. “My wife was trying something new for dinner.”
The two exchanged a quick glance and Taggert said, “Mighty smoky in here.”
“Yeah, like I said, my wife was cooking.”
He made a face to let them know it wasn’t her strong suit, though he knew better than to say the words aloud.
Neither seemed to pick up on the joke.
“Mr. Riggins, where were you last night?” Taggert said.
No preamble. No foreplay. No hint of congeniality in his voice.
The question caught Tyce off guard as he looked between the two of them. Felt his jaw drop open a half inch. 
“Um, well, I’m off on Mondays and Tuesdays, so yesterday Kara and I went snowmobiling for the day. Trying to get one last run in before her pregnancy gets too far along.
“Stopped by her parents for dinner. Must have gotten home, I don’t know, maybe close to midnight?”
Another glance passed between the two detectives.
“Midnight? On a Monday night?” Foye asked.
“Yeah,” Tyce replied. Drew his brow in tight. “Like I said, I’m off on Monday and Tuesday. My wife doesn’t work, so we adjusted our schedule. What is this about, exactly?”
Tyce folded his arms across his chest. Planted his feet shoulder width apart. 
A posture more defensive than aggressive.
“Did you happen to notice anything unusual when you were driving home?” Taggert asked.
This time Tyce chose to ignore the question. Reiterated his own again.
“Listen, detectives, I could probably be more helpful if I had any idea what this was about.”
A moment of hesitation seemed to pass between them before Taggert took a half step forward. “Last night the Koenig place burned to the ground.”
Without even realizing it Tyce felt his eyebrows rise on his forehead. “No kidding? Is everybody okay?”
Both detectives paused a moment before Taggert said, “Yes, everybody is fine. We’re just trying to determine what might have happened.”
“And that brought you here?” Tyce said. Allowed the confusion he was feeling to show on his features. 
Offered no further comment.
This time Foye turned and openly stared at Taggert. Allowed the older man to take the lead.
“We pulled traffic footage from all the nearby cameras,” Taggert said. “That time of night there wasn’t much, so we’re going around to everybody we saw and asking if they noticed anything.”
A long moment passed as Tyce pushed the information into place in his mind. The explanation seemed thin at best, though there didn’t seem to be any other reason for them to be in his living room.
“Well, like I said,” Tyce said. “We had dinner in Anaconda with Kara’s family, Bert and Esther Jameson. She wasn’t feeling well so she decided to sleep over. I stayed there until about eleven thirty watching the Avalanche game. Drove straight back.”
“You didn’t remain in Anaconda?” Taggert asked.
“Two dogs out in the kennel,” Tyce said. Left the answer open ended. Assumed they would understand.
Taggert nodded at the explanation, though wrote nothing down. “Did you happen to see anything at any point? Anything at all?”
Tyce pursed his lips and thought for a moment. Tried to bring back everything that had happened on the ride home. Aside from listening to Bob Seger as loud as the speakers would go most of the way, nothing jumped out.
“No,” Tyce said. Shook his head. “There was obviously the glow from the pit. The Lady of the Rockies up high. Other than that I don’t remember any lights at all.”
He turned himself away from them, his body angled towards the kitchen. “Hey, Kara!”
The sudden movement seemed to surprise both detectives, each lowering themselves a few inches into defensive stances. 
Just as fast, they rose back to normal.
Heavy footfalls preceded Kara by a few seconds before she appeared. Dressed in jeans and a pink sweater, her growing bulge was plainly clear.
A dish towel was gripped between her hands.
“Honey, I guess last night the Koenig place burned down,” Tyce said. Watched as her face registered the same surprise as his.
“That’s terrible. Was anybody hurt?”
“No,” Taggert said, reinserting himself into the conversation. Shifted to face her as well. “We’re just going around and talking to folks, seeing if they remember anything unusual.”
“They saw our truck on traffic cams coming through late last night,” Tyce added.
“Oh,” Kara said, her blue eyes widening a touch. She stood for a moment and thought. Raised a hand to her chin. “Well, as I’m sure my husband told you, I stayed in Anaconda last night.
“I don’t remember seeing anything unusual, but that’s pretty far away.”
At that Tyce turned back to face forward. Unfolded his arms. Raised his hands by his side.
“Sorry, detectives. I wish we could help, but we’ve got nothing. Maybe it happened after I passed through?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
Taggert had never been much of a card player.
Growing up, his mother was a devout woman. Denounced everything that could have tripped up her only son.
Booze. Women. Tobacco.
Gambling.
The moment he had turned eighteen he had broken free from her grip. Spent a solid five years imbibing in everything he could get his hands on. Woke up more times than he could count with a pounding headache and no recollection of how he got home.
Once the initial period of sewing his proverbial oats was over though, he had set it all aside. Returned home to Butte. Became his mother’s son again.
Used the lessons he learned in his time away to fuel his new life. 
Among them, always have an ace in the hole.
Over time the expression had become a cliché. Had formed into some sort of pop culture slang. Still, that didn’t make it any less applicable as far as Taggert was concerned.
“What are we waiting on?” Foye asked. Kept his hands folded in his lap. Looked from Taggert to the house and back again.
Crouched behind the steering wheel Taggert simply stared at the home. Said nothing.
Foye waited as long as he could before speaking again, a sum total of no more than a minute.
“Paul?”
“You see the way they answered?” Taggert said. Completely ignored Foye’s previous question. Chose to bypass the lack of respect his younger partner had shown by employing his first name.
“The way they answered?” Foye asked.
Without even glancing over Taggert could envision the confused look on his face. Could picture clear as day the way he scrunched his chubby features up and stared at the house.
“You don’t believe them?” Foye said. “You think they saw something?”
Taggert shook his head from side to side, the movement no more than a couple of inches in either direction. “We didn’t come here to ask if they saw something.”
A long moment of silence passed.
“We didn’t?” Foye asked, even more confusion than before present in his voice.
For the second time in as many minutes Taggert felt a burst of aggravation rise within. His brows drew themselves in tight as he stared at the house. Pulled in a long draw of air through his nose.
“No,” he said, his voice even lower. “We came to ask some questions. We came to see how they responded. What their reactions were.”
“Oh,” Foye muttered softly. Rocked his head up and down so vigorously the car shook. “And we didn’t like what they had to say?”
The acrimony inside Taggert grew a little higher. 
There was a time when a rookie could be counted on for the occasional annoying question. Speaking out of turn. Maybe even saying the wrong thing in an interview.
Nowadays the newbies were on an entirely different level. It was if the academy was handing out badges to any country rube that came along.
“Were you not in that house just now?” Taggert asked.
“Yeah,” Foye said. Made no effort to mask a hint of defensiveness in his tone. “Their answers sounded pretty good to me.”
“Exactly,” Taggert said. “Too damn good. I bet if you called Bert and Esther Jameson right now their stories would match down to the letter as well.”
For the first time since climbing back into their car, complete silence fell. 
Taggert could almost smell smoke as his partner chewed on the information. Replayed their encounter with the Rigginses. Tried to process everything.
“So it was all rehearsed.”
“Every last bit of it,” Taggert said. Nodded. Again cinched his jaw to the side and began to chew on the end of his moustache.
All he had to do now was wait for the call. He knew what the person would say when she called. Just needed to hear it confirmed before he climbed back out and walked to the front door.
Beside him he could sense nervous energy beginning to roll off of Foye. Could practically feel it reverberating through the interior of the car, threatening to force the door open and escape into the cold afternoon air.
Fortunately for him, the phone on his dash rang before that became an eventuality.
In a flash of unnatural quickness, Taggert reached out and snatched the phone up. Thumbed it open. Hit the green button to talk. Knew without looking at the caller ID it would be Henrietta calling back with the information he requested.
“Go ahead, Hetty.”
On the other end of the line she delivered what she’d found in rapid-fire sequence. Paused only twice to check what she was saying. By the time she was done, sat panting on the other end of the line.
With each passing word Taggert felt his grip on the phone growing stronger. The folds of skin around his eyes pinching tighter. 
After grunting his way through the call, Taggert signed off. Finished with a simple, “Thanks, Hetty. I owe you one.”
Folded the phone back closed and slid it onto the dash.
The plastic implement had barely stopped sliding when Taggert wrenched open his door. Climbed out and strode back across the front lawn. Only vaguely registered Foye scrambling along behind him.
The heels of his boots smacked against the concrete walk as he approached the front door. The sound carried through the neighborhood. Resembled a soundtrack to an old cop show in his ears as he reached out and knocked on the tin storm door.
Heart pounding, Taggert stepped back. Waited for the front door to open. For the visage of Riggins to appear before him.
“Tyce Riggins, I am here to place you under arrest for arson and obstruction of justice.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
Grease.
Not the form found coating engine bearings. Not the same as that found on the skin of most teenagers.
The kind derived from fried chicken done properly.
It hung in the air. Clung to every horizontal surface. Permeated every breath taken the moment Drake stepped inside.
He could feel it on the palms of his hands as he slid into the booth. Sensed it working as lubricant as he pushed his body into the middle of the red vinyl bench seat.
“You’re early,” he said. No inflection of accusation, merely an observation.
Across from him Emily Knope shrugged a shoulder. Lowered the laminated menu she’d been looking at. Folded her arms on the table before her. The moment they touched the surface she pulled them back, content to keep her hands in her lap.
“Yeah, the folks were driving me a little crazy so I drove over early. Thank you so much for coming. I had to get out of that house.”
Drake leaned back. Stifled a laugh. 
Not that long ago he and Emily had been inseparable. They had begun dating in the summer before their junior year of college. Had not stopped dating until the summer after their senior year.
In that time Drake had become all too familiar with the craziness that comprised the Knope household.
“I should be thanking you as well,” Drake said. “You saved me from a $9.99 and under feast courtesy of Greg and Wyatt.”
Across from him Emily raised a questioning eyebrow. Said nothing.
“Oh, sorry,” Drake said. “Couple of guys in my class. Notorious cheapskates.”
“Yet they offered you dinner?” she asked.
“Sort of,” Drake said. Smiled as he remembered the stilted conversation from that afternoon. “A bit of a celebratory thing.”
“Ahh,” Emily said. Rocked her head back an inch. “But I thought the bar wasn’t for a few weeks yet.”
“It’s not,” Drake said. “This was for finishing with law school. We decided to wait until it was all over though.”
Again Emily raised her head a few inches, pretending to understand. 
Silence settled in as they waited for the lone waitress in the house to emerge from behind the counter. The soles of her rubber shoes squeaked as she approached, extracting a small note pad from her apron and a pencil from her hair.
“Good evening, you folks know what you’d like to order?”
The Double Front was a Missoula institution, notorious for all things fried. Drake had been frequenting the place for seven years and counting. Emily her entire life.
Both ordered the same thing they always had, a matching pair of half chicken dinners with fries. Diet Coke for Emily. Sweet tea for Drake.
Once their requests were taken and the waitress had made her way towards the back, Drake reclined a bit in his seat. Took in his companion across from him.
New Year’s Eve was the first time he had seen here since the break up two and a half years before. The time away had changed her for sure, though at a glance it seemed to be treating her well.
Her dark curls were a little longer than he remembered, hanging well past her shoulders. She wore more makeup now than she had, though it only seemed to accentuate her green eyes and full lips.
The first time or two he had run into her her fashion sense was decidedly east coast hipster, though had retreated back to normal in the intervening weeks. Now dressed in jeans and sweater, she very much resembled the girl he remembered.
There was no doubt she too had done the same mental rundown after seeing him, though what her reaction was he had no clue.
Wasn’t sure he wanted to know.
“So all wrapped up,” Emily said. Raised her eyebrows as if to say she was impressed. “Does that mean this is a celebratory dinner as well?”
A half smile crossed Drake’s face as he waited for the waitress to unload their drinks.
“Thank you,” he said. Waited until she was gone. Took a swig of the drink.
Not quite the same as back in Tennessee, though after seven years away he was fast growing used to the poor attempts at replacement.
“Sweet tea and fried chicken?” he asked. “Yeah, I would say that has all the earmarks of a celebration, wouldn’t you?”
“I don’t see why not,” Emily said. “This is what we did every time there was something worth remembering when we were in undergrad.”
Raising his eyebrows in concession, Drake nodded at her assessment. “So it was. But do bear in mind we were also broke college kids at the time.”
Emily smirked, her lips curling up slightly. “As opposed to broke grad students?”
After graduation, Emily had departed Missoula for Washington, D.C. Having been born and raised in the mountains, she claimed she needed time away. Had entreated Drake to come with her.
The timing couldn’t have been worse.
Just two months after the sudden passing of his parents, Montana was the only other place he had ever lived. The only locale he had anything resembling family. He had already been accepted into law school. His next few years were spoken for.
Though he suspected she already knew all that before asking, never had he said as much.
“Touché,” Drake said. “And how is being back in the school grind? Journalism still treating you well?”
Again Emily shrugged, her shoulders brushing against the bottom of her curls.
“It goes. I love all the free time, miss all the disposable income.”
In his pocket Drake felt his phone vibrate against his thigh. Ignored it.
“I bet,” he said. “Whereas I on the other hand am looking forward to a steady paycheck for a while.”
This brought a smile to Emily’s face. Even white teeth between red lips.
The first time Drake had seen her back in town, he had avoided any face-to-face contact. The years had buried any lingering feelings, both good and bad. 
He had no need to bring them back up.
The second time had been a week and a half before, a chance encounter at a campus favorite lunch spot. Somehow the two had found themselves standing side by side in line, the noisy din of the lunch crowd providing the perfect cover for the occasional moments of awkward silence.
Once the initial scab had been pulled free though, it had been easy to fall back into rhythm. 
Not the same flirtatious banter that had marked their time together.
More the easy conversation that comes between people with shared history.
“Any idea what you’ll do?” Emily asked.
Again Drake felt his phone buzz against his leg. Held up a finger to Emily. Fished it out and laid it on the table.
Wyatt Teague.
Clicking the phone quiet, Drake slid it to the side.
“Do you need to get that?” Emily asked.
“Naw, it’s just Wyatt,” Drake said. Leaned forward in his seat. Brought his hands together and laced his fingers.
“Bad date bailout call?” Emily asked. Arched an eyebrow. Gave him an expectant look.
Unable to stop it Drake smiled, shaking his head. “Yep. You caught me. So far so good though. You’re safe.”
At this Emily matched the smile. Twisted her head to look out over the restaurant.
“That’s a good question,” Drake said. “I’ve applied a few places here in town. The school has mentioned a position working there. I haven’t decided yet.”
“So you think you’ll want to stay here?” Emily asked. The smile was still in place, though a hint of something more belied her voice.
“Yes,” Drake said. Nodded. “This is my home now, where my family is.”
He knew the last line would get a reaction, just as it had the previous time he said it years before.
The smile faded from her face, though to his surprise no direct comment came.
“Could always come to the coast,” she said instead. “I know there are a lot of firms looking in DC. A lot of policy work going on as well.”
Of everything Emily could have said, Drake could readily think of nothing that would have surprised him more. He pushed out a long breath as he sat back in the seat and tried to make sense of what she had said.
To his ears, it seemed she had just asked him again to move away with her. They had seen each other a few times in the preceding month. It had been great catching up and falling back into synch.
Conversely, it could have been meant as nothing more than an observation. Large cities did tend to have a great many jobs. Certainly more opportunities than Missoula.
Before he could vocalize any of this, his phone rang again. 
“That might be important,” Emily said, seeming to sense his trepidation. “You should probably get it.”
Working his jaw twice in an attempt to generate saliva, Drake took up his phone. Gave an apologetic look to Emily. Pressed it to his face.
“Hello?”
“Drake!” Wyatt said. Almost yelled the word at him. “I’ve been calling. Where the hell have you been?”
A spur of irritation passed through Drake as he shook his head at Emily.
“I’m at the Double Front. I told you guys I was meeting Emily tonight.”
“Oh. Yeah,” Wyatt said, the words slow. Parsed out one at a time.
A moment of silence passed.
“So...” Drake asked. Drew it out several syllables in length. “Something up?”
“Oh, yeah,” Wyatt repeated. “Sorry. Can you meet me at the office in an hour?”
Flicking his gaze to the plastic Coke clock above the front counter, Drake felt his mouth curl up into a smile. He shook his head.
“Look, man, I appreciate the gesture, but-“
“No,” Wyatt said, cutting him off. “This is legit, I swear. Do you remember a guy named Tyce Riggins?”
The name seemed to come in at Drake from left field. It resonated somewhere deep within, catching just a flicker of recognition.
“Played ball years ago,” Drake said. “What about him?”
“His wife just called. She said he’s in some kind of trouble and she’s on her way over now.”
Drake’s face scrunched up at the explanation, his gaze again hitting the clock. “And she wants to meet at eight o’clock at night?”
A long sigh passed over the line. “Look man, I don’t know what to tell you. She called frantic, said we had to meet. Get this, she’s driving over from Butte as we speak.”
The sense of confusion within only heightened as Drake looked across at Emily. He barely registered the waitress as she deposited their meals down before them.
Didn’t even notice the heavy scent of fried food wafting up at him.
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Drake finally managed. “What the heck happened?”
“I don’t know,” Wyatt replied. “She wouldn’t take no for an answer though. I just thought maybe you knew the guy, would be willing to come back and meet her with me.”
Drake knew there was far more to it than that. He knew that Greg and Wyatt had both made a point of avoiding anything beyond basic MIP’s and traffic violations. 
Also knew both were acutely aware of the school load they were still under.
None of that mattered though.
“Yeah,” Drake said. Watched as Emily cocked an eyebrow across from him. “I’ll be there.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
Neon.
Bright red lights.
They scrolled across the front hood as Drake pulled to a stop. Parked in front of the Montana Legal Services office. 
They came to a halt halfway up his windshield. Displayed in script letters the words The Jackal. Beside it was a cartoon emblem of the animal formed by the same glowing lights.
Drake glanced at the bar two doors down and shook his head. Could only wonder what Mrs. Riggins would think when she arrived.
Pushed the thought away just as fast. Replaced it with wondering why she had insisted on coming over tonight.
Classic rock music could be heard coming from The Jackal as Drake stepped up onto the curb. Somewhere in the back of his mind he recognized the tune as he approached the front door, the light in the office already on. 
Just as fast the sound disappeared as he stepped inside, Wyatt waiting for him. He looked up as Drake entered, genuine relief on his face.
“Thanks for coming,” he said. Dropped the pen in his hand down atop the legal pad before him.
Already most of the page looked to be covered in blue ink.
“Yeah, sure,” Drake replied. “Where’s Greg?”
In his seat, Wyatt leaned back. Gave a what-can-you-do gesture. “Already three beers in by the time she called.”
Two years ago Drake would have been surprised that anybody would be drinking at seven o’clock on a Monday evening.
By now he was long past even noticing it.
“Good for him,” Drake said. Walked across the room. Pulled up a chair on the opposite side of Wyatt’s desk. “Any more word on what’s going on?”
“Nothing,” Wyatt said. His voice seemed to bear the same strain as his face. “I’ve been sitting here writing out questions for the past half hour, just in case.”
A bit of confusion passed through Drake as he tried to think of what questions Wyatt could ask if he didn’t yet know the situation, but let it pass. 
Started to change the subject when the door opened behind them.
Through it walked a woman Drake was quite certain he had never seen before. Standing somewhere close to five and a half feet tall, her height was accentuated by a puff of strawberry blonde curls piled high atop her head. As she stepped closer puffy eyes and ruddy cheeks could be seen, the result of an evening spent crying.
“Is this Montana Legal Services?” she asked. Her voice made it clear the tears were no more than an inch beneath the surface.
“It is,” Drake said, rising to his feet. He strode forward and met her halfway across the room. Extended his hand.
“I’m Drake Bell.” Motioned over his shoulder. “This is Wyatt Teague, who you spoke with earlier.”
He hadn’t had the chance to speak with Wyatt before the meeting about how the dynamics would play out. Sensed from the frantic call and the harried appearance when he arrived that Wyatt was more than willing to let him take the lead.
Besides, Tyce Riggins was a Griz.
Even if he and Drake had barely known each other, that meant something.
“Kara Riggins,” she said. Reciprocated the shake. Nodded to Wyatt.
Her grip felt chilled and clammy.
“Please, have a seat,” Drake said. Showed her to the chair he had just been using. Pulled up another for himself.
“Thank you for meeting like this,” Kara said, her voice no more than a whisper. 
“Of course,” Drake said. Watched as she unzipped her coat and pushed it down off her shoulders.
Glanced to Wyatt at the sight of her distended stomach.
If he had to guess Drake would say she was somewhere in the four-to-six month stretch. That alone wouldn’t explain the unusual request, but it might help on the abundance of emotion being shown.
“So, what’s going on?” Drake asked.
More than once he had been schooled never to ask what they could do for someone. That led to the expectation from potential clients that something could in fact be done.
As Drake had fast come to know all too well, that was far from always being the case.
Leaning forward at the waist, he rested his elbows on his knees. Laced his fingers before him. Watched as Kara took a deep breath, her shoulders rising and falling.
“My husband Tyce has been arrested.”
As the words tumbled out her face quivered. For a moment Drake thought she might crack. Reached over to Greg’s desk behind him. Grabbed two tissues and handed them to her.
Kara accepted them with a nod. Raised them both to her nose.
“On what charges?” Drake asked. Kept his voice low, free of inflection.
“Arson,” Kara whispered. “Obstruction of justice.”
Drake felt his eyebrows track a bit higher as he glanced to Wyatt. Watched as color drained from his friend’s face.
Even at this early point in his legal career, Drake knew better than to ask if Tyce had done it. He knew better than to say anything at all.
Instead he waited, letting Kara get to it in due time.
“I had just started making dinner,” she said, “and a pair of detectives came by. Said they had seen our truck on a traffic camera the night before. I guess someone’s house had burned down and they asked if we had noticed anything.”
Scads of questions danced through Drake’s mind. One at a time he pushed them back. Allowed her to keep going.
“We told them the truth, which was nothing at all,” Kara whispered. “Twenty minutes later they came back and put him in handcuffs...”
Her voice trailed off at the last words. Again her face crinkled, this time the tears spilling down her cheeks. Raising both hands she hid behind the tissues a long moment, her entire body shaking with the effort.
Pushing back with his elbows, Drake leaned against the chair behind him. Again glanced over to Wyatt. 
Nodded at the pad on the desk and mouthed, “Take notes.”
Wyatt bobbed his head in the affirmative. Raised the pad and turned it over to a clean page.
Three minutes went by before Kara collected herself, lowering her hands from her face. She sniffled loudly and dabbed at the moisture lining her cheeks.
Again raised the tissues to her nose.
Rising from his chair, Drake grabbed the entire box from Greg’s desk. Sat them down beside her.
“Mrs. Riggins,” he began, “I know this is hard, but I’m going to have to ask some questions. Is that alright?”
Kara drew in a deep breath. Raised her chin a few inches. Nodded.
“Okay,” Drake said. Kept his voice low, his cadence slow. “First of all, how did you end up here this evening? There are plenty of attorneys in Butte.”
A long moment passed as another tremor passed over her features. Just briefly Drake thought she might cry again, though she held it together.
“We don’t have a lot of money,” she said simply. “And Tyce knows the public defender from way back. I get the impression he doesn’t think real highly of him.”
Drake had no idea who the PD in Butte was. He glanced over to make sure Wyatt was making a note of it before moving on.
“But still, how did you end up here?” he asked.
“In college Tyce had some trouble with his landlord,” Kara said. “He had used the office and said it worked out pretty well. Told me to contact you.”
Drake nodded. He could tell there was more coming but didn’t want to press the issue.
“After they took him away, I couldn’t just sit there alone. It had only been an hour and I was already going crazy.”
She paused a moment and ran the wadded ball of tissue under each nostril. “I thought about going to my parents but decided to come here instead.”
Already several lines of thinking were coming together in Drake’s mind. Before allowing any to crystallize he took a deep breath. Pushed it out slow. Resumed his position leaning forward in the chair.
“That’s not a problem,” he said. “That’s why we’re here.”
He looked over one last time at Wyatt. Without a pen or paper of his own, he would have to rely on him to be the scribe for the conversation about to take place.
“Okay,” Drake said. “Start at the beginning and tell us everything. Doesn’t matter how long it takes, we’ll stay here as long as necessary.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifteen
Lights.
Sounds.
Pandemonium.
All of it pushed out through the windows of the small building on the edge of Butte. Carried through the cold night air.
Brought a smile to Dale Garvey’s face as he walked across the parking lot. Drowned out the combined sound of he and Megan’s boots crunching across the gravel parking lot. Overcame the bitter cold engulfing them.
With his right hand he squeezed her left, giving it two quick pulses. “See, I told you people would be celebrating.”
Fifteen long hours had been spent massaging her psyche back into place. The entire day he had made small comments. Reassured her that everything was okay. That they would soon be recognized as heroes for what they did.
That he couldn’t have done it without her.
Somewhere over the course of the afternoon she had finally relented. Started to truly believe the words he was saying. 
Began to exude a bit of the same enthusiasm he felt roiling beneath his skin.
At twenty-nine years old, it was high time Garvey made his mark. He was no longer a wide-eyed college student surviving on idealism and dreams. What he did in Alaska had been a start, but there he was only building on somebody else’s work.
This was his. The start of a legacy.
Picking up his pace a bit more, the smile grew larger as Garvey peered in through the front windows. Saw the entire office filled with people. Heard music in the background.
“You ready?” he asked. Looked over to Megan beside him.
On her face was the same joy he felt, the look bringing a bit of relief to his nerves.
She was on board.
“Oh, yeah,” she said. Squeezed his hand in return.
“Just remember...” he said. Didn’t bother to finish the sentence.
“I know,” she replied. 
Nobody inside could know the role they had played in making the night before happen. Only that it had happened.
Megan released his hand and jogged a few steps forward. Reached the door before him and pulled it open.
Waved a hand for him to enter.
Stopping for a moment, Garvey looked at her in surprise. Offered a playful bow at her generosity.
Took two steps inside the office that had been his second home for the last three years. Stretched out almost twenty feet square, nearly every last inch of it was crammed with humanity.
There was a momentary pause as he walked inside. Was hit with the smell of beer and pizza. Saw nearly every head in the room turn his direction.
Once recognition set in an explosion of exultation rang out from the room. Extended into one long yell. Reverberated off the walls. Echoed through his ears.
Megan’s hand found the small of his back as she stepped in beside him. Stood to the side and practically beamed. Clapped along with the rest of the room.
Taking another step forward, Garvey raised a hand. Made himself appear surprised by the presence of everyone before him.
“What, did something happen?”
On cue, the group burst into laughter. 
More than thirty in total, the vast majority of the room skewed far younger than he. On appearance it didn’t seem to be so, the number of beards and flannel giving the impression of a much older crowd.
Garvey knew better though. Every last person was there because they had been personally vetted by him. Just like Megan they were young and impressionable. Hungry and full of zeal.
Desperate for his approval.
As the laughter died away Garvey kept his hand raised. Took another step forward.
“What have I been telling you for years now?” he asked. Raised his voice to be heard above the fray. “Stay the course and things will work out the way we want. We have right on our side and in the end, that always wins.”
At the sound of the last three words many of the room joined in, their voices echoing his.
“That’s right,” Garvey said. Bobbed his head for emphasis. “And today proves just how right we are!”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
Sweet tea.
Liquid gold.
Nectar of the gods.
Drake raised the plastic bottle he had brought with him to his lips. Upended it. Allowed over an inch of it to slide down.
“Little early for you to be hitting that already, isn’t it?” Ajax asked. In the early morning half-light Drake could see just his profile on the opposite side of the front seat of the truck.
Per usual for this time of year, his thin frame was completely swallowed by a down coat. The trademark dreadlocks that hung from his head were covered by the thickest wool hat available.
Only a few inches of his face was visible, despite the heater blowing warm air out at them.
Drake ignored the comment. Took another drink. Stared out the windshield at the forest around them.
The combination of January in Montana and the lift still being down at Snow Plaza had left them with precious few options for the morning. Nobody wanted to venture cross country skiing again. Hiking was still a couple of months away.
Mutually the group had decided to break out the snowshoes, a venture they all agreed was much akin to vanilla ice cream.
It was never bad, but it was nobody’s favorite either.
Outside the needles on the trees were all crusted with frost. Weighted down with snow that had been there for months. Would linger another few weeks at the least. Overhead the first stray streaks of dawn broke through. Illuminated what promised to be another day of heavy cloud cover.
Just one more in the unending stretch of winter known as the Missoula Grays.
“Here they come,” Ajax said. Pulled Drake’s attention from the forest in front him. Pushed his gaze into the rearview mirror.
There a pair of headlights grew steadily closer. Sitting high and wide-spaced, Drake knew them on sight to be Kade’s.
Lifting the bottle one last time he finished half of what remained. Capped it. Placed it in the cup holder on the dash.
There was no need to worry about it getting warm while he was gone.
The frozen metal of his door groaned in protest as it swung open. Drake left it there a moment as he shoved his own ski cap down over his head. Pushed it shut.
Lifted his snowshoes out one at a time from the bed of his truck as Kade slid to a stop beside him.
Sage was the first to emerge from the truck, climbing down from the passenger seat. Like Ajax she was already bundled for the weather, a hat pressed down over her hair, orange ski goggles resting over them.
“Morning,” she said. Pulled her gloves on. Waited as her brother climbed from the opposite side, stepping onto the rear tire and into the bed of the truck.
“Gentlemen,” Kade said. Flicked a wave as he raised the cover on the chrome toolbox extended the width of the bed of his truck. “What’s shaking?”
“Momentous occasion,” Ajax said. Walked around the rear of the truck. Dropped his snowshoes onto the ground without making any effort to step into them.
“Do tell,” Sage said, unable to hide the bit of excitement in her tone.
Already Drake could imagine where this was going, his eyes rolling to the side.
“For the first time in seven years of cohabitation,” Ajax said, his voice rising a bit for effect, “our own Drake Bell was both out longer and up later than me last night.”
In the bed of the truck Kade stopped his rummaging. Turned and stood to full height. Gave Drake a leering smile.
“Now that’s what I like to hear!” 
Ajax chuckled softly as Kade slammed the top down on the chrome box. Tossed his snowshoes to the ground. Attempted to hand Sage hers.
Was completely ignored.
After a few moments he got tired of waiting for her to realize he was extending her shoes. Dropped them to the ground beside his, all four landing in a heap.
“Seriously?” Sage asked. Used a toe to extract her snowshoes from the pile. “What was the occasion?”
“Seriously,” Drake said. Tried to avoid making eye contact. Knew that if he did they would see the bags under his. The red webbing extended throughout. “Had a late meeting. Things got a little crazy afterwards.”
“Late meeting? Things got crazy?” Kade said. “Those sound like excuses I would make.”
“And the man did have dinner with Emily last night,” Ajax added. No small amount of prodding in his voice.
Drake could feel blood surface along his cheeks, though still he chose to remain silent. They weren’t the first comments he’d endured on the matter.
Wouldn’t be the last.
“Aw hell,” Kade said. Ran his hands back through his hair. Shook his head from side to side. “Are you back on that train already?”
“How many times does a man have a chance to right a wrong?” Ajax asked. “Get back the one that got away?”
Both he and Kade exchanged snickers as Drake focused in on Sage. Shook his head.
“Do you think they’re done yet?”
“Are they right?” she asked. Raised her eyebrows at him.
“Not even close,” Drake said. Again shook his head.
Let them all hear the finality in his tone.
Slowly the laughter fell away, all three going silent, watching Drake.
“Alright, so what happened?” Ajax asked. “If it wasn’t Emily.”
“Or some other equally nefarious encounter,” Kade asked. Attempted to stifle a smile. 
Failed miserably.
“Kara Riggins,” Drake said. Before anybody could offer any more comments he added, “Wife of Tyce Riggins.”
A trio of glances was exchanged, nobody quite sure how to proceed.
“Just to be clear,” Drake added. “The very pregnant, very happily married, very much in need of legal counsel, wife of Tyce Riggins.”
At that a bit of slow dawning settled in over the group. Sage nodded, again looking down to her snowshoes. A sour look of disappointment passed over Kade’s face.
“How is old Tyce? I haven’t heard a word from him since he stopped playing.”
“I don’t even remember a Tyce Riggins ever playing,” Sage said. Bent at the waist and began to lace up her snowshoes.
“That’s because he barely did,” Kade said.
“He was a few years older than us anyway,” Drake added.
Kade nodded. “Hell of a nice guy. Too nice. Never had the temperament for football.”
Sage pulled her laces tight and stood to full height. “You guys aren’t nice?”
“Ha!” Ajax said. Positioned his feet inside his snowshoes. Made no effort to bend down and tie them. “You didn’t have to live with these guys back then. Two most competitive damn people I ever met. Almost drove me crazy.”
At this a knowing smile crossed Sage’s face. “Okay, that sounds like them.”
“He was just happy to be there,” Drake said. For the first time looked down at his own shoes. “Liked hanging out with the guys more than anything.”
The night before was the first time in years he’d even much thought about Tyce Riggins. Truth was he hadn’t been much of a player. What he was though was even more important.
Every coach Drake had ever played for liked to talk about the proverbial glue guys. The ones that didn’t mind doing the little things.
Blocking. Playing special teams. Staying at home on assignments.
All things that occurred on the field.
What they never mentioned, but what was just as important, were glue guys off the field.
The ones that kept a locker room in harmony. Settled disputes. Stayed sober and made sure guys got home after parties.
“Looked like Tarzan, played like Jane,” Kade said. “But an all-time good guy.”
“Agreed,” Drake said.
For another moment silence fell, Ajax and Sage both staring at them with expressions bordering on surprise.
“So what’s going on?” Kade asked. “Everything okay?”
Pulling in a deep lungful of icy air, Drake ran his hands over his face. Drew in the clean scent of winter around him.
“You guys ever heard of Wes Koenig?”
Drake dropped his hands away from his face. Looked at the group.
None seemed to register any recognition.
“Apparently he was a big businessman over in Seattle. Made a bundle in real estate development.”
“Yeah,” Ajax said. Nodded. Extended a finger to Drake. “Didn’t he swindle a bunch of people out of some land? Bernie Madoff level scam?”
“Among other things,” Drake said. “Real nasty guy. Anyway, I guess a while back he built a house over outside of Butte.”
Kade snorted in derision. “What the hell for?”
“Good question,” Drake conceded. “I was up most of the night digging around. Couldn’t find much on that part of it.”
Nearby a frozen tree branch detached itself from a trunk. Crashed to the ground. Drew all four stares at it for a long moment.
“Okay,” Sage said. “This creep built a house in Butte...”
“Yeah,” Drake said. Pulled himself back to face forward. “And Monday night somebody burned it to the ground.”
“Was Koenig inside?” Ajax asked.
“No,” Drake said. “Right now they’re just calling it arson, but believe me, that’s serious enough.”
“And they think Tyce did it?” Kade asked. No small amount of disbelief in his voice.
Drake focused on Kade. Gave him a grim nod.
“They arrested him yesterday. His wife drove over last night to see us.”
A low shrill whistle from Ajax was the only sound, the air having been sucked out of the parking lot.
“So what are you going to do?” Sage asked. Her voice just barely audible.
“He’s going to help him,” Kade said. Not a shred of doubt in his voice. “Once a Griz...”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
Loud.
Distinctive.
The sound of a car door slamming shut. The tang of metal smacking against metal.
Waylon Sharp hadn’t expected anybody else to be on the grounds. Out since just minutes after sunrise, he’d believed he would be the only one present.
Could take the samples he needed. Get a strong feel for what happened.
Be gone before the sun was directly overheard. 
That hope was shattered by the sound of the car door. The unmistakable din of footsteps growing closer.
The morning before he had been unequivocal with Taggert. He would take a full look at the grounds. Determine exactly what had happened. Scrape some residue samples to ascertain what accelerant was used.
Have the full report over to him directly.
Apparently that explanation wasn’t sufficient.
Shoving out an angry sigh, Sharp rubbed his trademark red handkerchief over his face. Emerged from behind the stone fireplace on the east end of the structure, one of only two pieces left standing.
Was surprised to find the solitary figure approaching him wasn’t Paul Taggert.
“Morning,” the man said. Walked to just a few yards beyond the stretch of black soot staining the ground. Stopped and shoved his hands in the front pockets of his jeans. Pushed a plume of white out with each heavy breath.
Whereas Taggert was tall and lean, his hair sandy brown, this man was short and stout. Dressed in work attire, he wore a dark chocolate canvas coat. Had a grizzled thatch of hair to match it. A week old beard on his cheeks.
“Morning,” Sharp said. Narrowed his eyes slightly. “Can I help you?”
The man opened his mouth twice to speak, neither time finding the words. He rotated at the waist and looked the length of the house, his eyes pinching tight.
In that moment, Sharp understood.
“You’re the groundskeeper.”
The man rotated back. Forced himself into composure. “Wylie Dern. I’d walk up and shake your hand, but...”
“No, that’s alright,” Sharp said. Waved his hands before him. “I’m Waylon Sharp, arson investigator for Silver Bow County.”
At the word arson Dern’s eyes slid shut. “So you know for sure?”
“Yes,” Sharp replied. He knew he probably shouldn’t be sharing the information with the public. He had yet to even draft the report for Taggert. Still, for whatever reason, looking at the man made him certain in making the disclosure.
“I’m sorry.”
Dern nodded, again looking the length of the house. “I guess that’s a blessing and a curse. I know I shouldn’t be out here, but I just had to come take a look.”
Sharp felt his brow draw together at the comment. Said nothing.
“I just mean,” Dern said, turned back to him, “it’s a damn shame what happened, but I’m glad to know I didn’t do something to cause this.”
Raising his head in a nod of understanding, Sharp remained silent.
“Ever since the officer showed up yesterday, I’ve been trying to think if I left anything on when I left.”
Remaining rooted in place, Sharp watched the man. Could see the remorse on his face. Any annoyance he had upon being interrupted had fled away.
“No,” Sharp said. “The evidence here is pretty overwhelming. This place was doused in something and set to blaze. It started near the kitchen, burned out from the center.”
Dern listened in silence, the pained expression growing a little deeper.
There was more Sharp could have added. He could have mentioned that the amount of accelerant used was extraordinary. Torched the place in a fraction of the normal burn rate for a house of this size.
That whoever had done it had been in a hurry. Had not had enough fuel to make it to either end.
That the ignition source seemed to be a road flare tossed from afar.
“I wasn’t even in the house on Monday,” Dern said, his voice low. “Sharon – the other woman that works here – is on vacation. Without her around I keep to the barns out back.”
Sharp knew that all this would come out later when Taggert sat down with Dern. He knew that every moment of the last few days would be scoured through.
And that without question Dern would come out innocent.
The kind of remorse he seemed to be exuding was just too much to fake.
“I know he had a reputation,” Dern said. Again looked back to Sharp. “And he could be a mean old cuss, I’m not saying he couldn’t. But he was always very fair to me, was polite to my family.”
“Hmm,” Sharp said. Nodded. 
This too was something far beyond his purview, though he wasn’t about to stop the man in the off chance he shared something useful. If not to Taggert’s investigation, then perhaps his own.
“When was the last time you saw Mr. Koenig?” Sharp asked.
“Whew,” Dern said. Pursed his lips and blew out a puff of air. “Maybe a month ago? Back around the holidays.”
He glanced up to Sharp and added, “He has a couple of homes, I guess. Doesn’t like to stay anywhere too long at a time.”
“Have you talked to him?”
“No,” Dern said. Shook his head. “I called and left a message. Told him I was sorry, I’m around if there’s anything I can do. Haven’t heard back yet.”
This time Sharp only nodded. Said nothing.
A few moments of silence passed before Dern raised a hand to his brow. Offered a small wave.
“Well, I’ll let you get back to it. Sorry to interrupt.”
Sharp matched the wave. “No bother.”
Another moment passed as Dern stared at the remains of the house. “Sure was a pretty place. Designed it all himself, on account of his wheelchair and things.”
Scraping his boots against the frozen ground, Dern departed without another word. 
Sharp watched as he made his way back towards the barn and climbed into his truck, never once looking back.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
Butte, America.
The self-dubbed moniker most residents in the city preferred to be known by.
An extension of the expression that Montana doesn’t claim Butte and Butte doesn’t claim Montana.
Despite living just an hour and a half away for the better part of seven years, Drake had never spent any real time in the city. Had passed through a number of times.
On his way to Yellowstone. Into Bozeman to play the Bobcats.
Never had he stopped in Butte for more than a few minutes. Grabbed gas. Got a sandwich. Not once had he ever even made the trek for the famed St. Patrick’s Day festivities.
The sky overhead was only nominally lighter than it had been snowshoeing that morning. High above somewhere the sun was in full force trying to get through.
The cloud cover was just too thick to be penetrated.
Instead it cast an even haze over the ground as Drake pushed east. Reflected off the splotchy banks of snow covering the ground. Shined off the streaks of salt striping his front windshield.
Keeping the radio off, Drake rode on in silence. Processed everything he knew, which was precious little. The hope was that he would soon be uncovering much more.
A hope he wasn’t entirely banking on.
Driving in the middle of the week, the road was almost clear, only a handful of long haul truckers out. Giving them a wide berth Drake made decent enough time. Arrived just before eleven in the morning.
Following I-90 through the heart of downtown, Drake glanced out his window at the cityscape sliding by. To his left, rising high on the hill, was Old Butte. Built entirely from faded brick and wood, it harkened back to the heyday of the copper mining empire. Just beyond it was the Berkeley Pit, one of the largest open pit mines in the world. 
Driving past, Drake couldn’t help but agree that it had earned its new title as simply The Pit.
On the south side of the freeway was the urban sprawl that accompanied any city. Strip malls. Fast food joints. Gas stations.
Looking down on everything from up high atop the continental divide was Our Lady of the Rockies. Standing on the rocky skyline she looked to be no more than an inch tall.
In reality, Drake knew her to be larger than the Statue of Liberty.
Using the directions Kara had given him the night before, Drake pulled off at the second exit into town. Wound his way north into Old Butte. Pulled into a diagonal parking spot along the street in front of the original police department housing the town jail. Fed the meter and stepped inside at eleven o’clock exactly.
Seated on a black plastic chair just inside the door was Kara, her cheeks still blotchy. She stood as he entered, a look of relief accompanied by a large exhale.
“Thank you so much for coming,” she said. Took three quick steps forward as if she might hug him. Pulled up just short of it.
“Absolutely,” Drake said. “Like Wyatt said last night, he would have been here but has class obligations he couldn’t get out of.”
Every person in the room had known it was hogwash the moment Wyatt said it. Nothing more than an excuse to step away from the case.
Nobody had a said a word to call him on it.
Extending a hand towards the front counter, Drake followed Kara forward. Stood before the faded laminate top. Waited as a harried woman with short dark hair approached. Eyed them both suspiciously.
A name placard on her chest identified her as Humboldt.
“Good morning,” Drake said. Tried his best to appear cheery.
“Morning,” Humboldt said. Worked her hardest to seem bored.
“Drake Bell and Kara Riggins here to see Tyce Riggins.”
A long moment passed as she looked at them both. Eventually nodded. “Right. The pyro.”
A handful of responses came to Drake’s mind as he watched Kara’s knuckles grow white against the countertop.
Even in his limited time with the justice system, Drake knew better than to correct her. It would only make things harder on him and Tyce both.
“Sign in,” Humboldt said. Turned on a heel and departed. Reappeared a moment later at a side door, holding it open wide. 
“This way.”
Allowing Kara to take the lead, Drake followed through the open door. Nodded his thanks to Humboldt. Was met with an eye roll.
“Last door on the left.”
Nodding again, Drake followed Kara down the hall. Past a handful of open doors. Noticed the stares of men inside each one. Bad ties and coffee cups, as if cut from a crime fiction novel.
Felt the weight of Humboldt’s gaze on his back.
The appointment had been set up for eleven clock. As such Tyce was already inside the holding room as they entered. Seated behind a single metal table, he rested on a black plastic chair. He tried to stand as they entered but was stopped by his hands cuffed to a metal bar rising from the middle of the table.
Kara let out an audible gasp at the sight. Covered her mouth with one hand. Rushed forward into the room.
Stopping in the doorway Drake turned and stared at Humboldt. Let any notion of friendliness fall away.
“Officer, can you please come remove the handcuffs from my client?”
Standing with her arms folded across her chest, Drake watched as her features hardened.
“No. He is a suspect in a violent crime.”
“Arson is not a violent crime,” Drake corrected. “He doesn’t need to be restrained.”
“We find him a flight risk,” Humboldt snapped back.
“Based on what exactly?” Drake asked. “He has a clean record and is from Butte. Besides, you think he’s going to go sprinting out of here?”
Humboldt opened her mouth to respond again. Was cut off by the emergence of a tall man in a sport coat and moustache stepping from his office. His hair was mashed down into a ring around his head.
“Patty, he’s right,” the man said. Extended a hand down the hall. “The suspect doesn’t need to be restrained.”
He stepped forward and extended a hand to Drake. Drew himself up as tall as he could.
“Paul Taggert, detective.”
Drake returned the shake. “Drake Bell, counsel.”
It was obvious there was more the man wanted to say, but he let it go at that. Stepped past Drake into the holding room. Removed the handcuffs and pocketed them.
“One hour,” Taggert said. Sidled past Drake in the doorway. “Station closes at noon for lunch.”
A smart remark came to mind, but Drake chose only to nod in understanding.
Instead he glanced inside the holding room. Saw Kara sitting on her husband’s lap. Both openly weeping as they embraced.
“Actually,” Drake said. “I think you might be the person I need to speak with first.”
At the opposite end of the hall Humboldt continued to watch everything. Nearby, one of the men in their office craned his neck to get a better view.
All sound seemed to fade as the two stared at each other a long moment.
Finally Taggert relented. Extended a hand towards his office.
Said nothing.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
Statue.
That’s how the second man in the room looked to Drake.
He had stood as Drake and Taggert entered. Introduced himself as Detective Foye.
Had promptly settled himself back into his seat. Sat just off the back corner of the desk. Opened his eyes as large as possible to stare at Drake.
It was everything Drake could do not to laugh at him.
Instead he focused his attention on the older man before him. Clearly the leader in the power dynamic. The one that had a couple decades of experience on the younger man.
Would have made the decision to place Tyce Riggins under arrest.
Once the door was closed and Taggert was seated behind his desk, Drake launched right into it.
“Detective, I am here at the request of Mrs. Riggins. She said last night you folks came to their home and asked a few questions about the fire at Wes Koenig’s house the night before.”
The statement was left deliberately vague. Intentionally made to be a declaration and not a question.
Meant to see how the detectives would choose to answer.
Leaning back in his chair, Taggert stared across at Drake. Laced his fingers atop an oversized belt bucket.
“That’s correct.”
The hope had been for more to come across. It was readily apparent from the look on Taggert’s face he had no intention of doing so.
“And a few minutes later returned and placed my client under arrest.”
Again, left intentionally blank.
“Yes, that’s also correct.”
Drake made sure his face remained expressionless. As with Humboldt earlier, he needed to remain as anti-inflammatory as possible.
“Can you please share why?”
Silence was his only response.
“Or why you chose to question my client to begin with?” Drake followed up. “He has an alibi for Monday night, corroborated by three different people.”
“All of which are family,” Taggert replied.
There was just the tiniest hint of defensiveness in the tone. The response came just a bit too fast.
Drake sensed a crack. Did nothing to let it show.
“That is how most people spend their evenings,” Drake said.
A frown started to tug downward at the corners of Taggert’s mouth. Most of it remained hidden behind the drooping moustache covering his upper lip.
“Mr. Riggins is a person of interest,” Taggert said. “We are within our rights to hold him for three days.”
“Yes,” Drake conceded, “but you must have probable cause to do that. I assume you have evidence to support his status as a person of interest?”
At the end of the sentence Drake leaned back in his seat as far as possible. Made sure no hint of threatening was in his tone.
Stared back without appearing defiant.
“We don’t have to share our case with you,” Foye said from the corner, his voice surprising Drake and Taggert both. 
At the same time they each turned to stare at him. Drake hiding just the slightest hint of amusement. Taggert appearing somewhere between mortified and furious.
“Actually, you do,” Drake said. “You must prove you have reason to hold him or cut him loose. That is the law.”
Color seemed to rise up the young man’s face. Filled in around the blotches on his cheeks. Painted his entire visage crimson.
Across from Drake, Taggert set his jaw. Glared at Foye. 
Slowly turned his attention back forward.
“Monday night we pulled Riggins’s truck from a traffic camera on the edge of town. He was returning from the direction of the Koenig property during the time frame that fit the fire.”
“Right,” Drake said. “He was returning from the home of his in-laws in Anaconda. They both told you this straight out when you spoke to them.”
“And clearly strapped into the bed of their truck were two ten gallon gas cans,” Taggert said. 
Drake waited a moment for further explanation. 
None came.
“So? They also told you they had been snowmobiling for the day. Their Arctic Cat was on the trailer behind them. I’m assuming you also saw that on the camera.”
Across from him Taggert shifted his jaw to the side. Snaked his tongue out as if he were going to pull his moustache into the corner of his mouth.
Thought better of it.
“We did,” Taggert said. Nothing more.
“So you’re trying to hold my client as a person of interest for a felony carrying a twenty year maximum sentence on nothing but driving back at the wrong time of night?” Drake asked. 
For the first time, made sure his tone conveyed how ridiculous the charges were.
Three feet away from him Taggert shifted a bit on his chair. The frown lifted a bit. Was replaced by a touch of condescension.
“We also know that eleven years Mr. Riggins’s aunt was one of the people swindled in the real estate scam spearheaded by Mr. Koenig.”
Drake gave the detective across from him a moment. Allowed the look of victory to remain on his features.
Processed what he’d just heard before launching forth with a response.
“So, the sum total of what you have is a traffic camera picture of a man driving home from snowmobiling,” Drake said. “A man who’s aunt, eleven years ago, when he was only seventeen, three states away, lost some money on a land deal?
“That’s what you’re holding him on?”
“That’s more than enough to make him a person of interest,” Foye said, venturing back into the conversation for the first time since his faux pas.
This time Taggert didn’t bother to look over at him. Kept his attention on Drake.
“That barely meets the line for circumstantial,” Drake said.
“But luckily for us, this isn’t a trial yet,” Taggert said. “As long as we have him in holding, we know he isn’t going anywhere. We can use the next few days to speak to people and determine if charges should be brought.”
Handfuls of angry retorts sprang to Drake’s mind. Each packed with more venom than the one before it.
Every last one he managed to push to the side. Reminded himself that snapping would only make things worse. Would make them work that much harder to find evidence against Tyce.
He couldn’t allow that to happen.
As much as he hated to admit it, he had no choice.
“Okay,” he said. Pressed his hands into the arms of the chair he was seated on. Pushed himself to a standing position. “Thank you gentlemen for your time.”
The move seemed to surprise them both. They exchanged a glance. Remained seated.
“May I speak with my client now?”
Taggert paused a long moment. Made sure Drake saw the sneer on his face.
Nodded and extended a hand back across the hallway.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
Constricted.
Roiling. 
Foreboding.
The feelings welled within Taggert’s stomach as he pulled to a stop. Put the car in park. Climbed out and clamped his hat down upon his head.
Resting high on a ridge outside of town, the warmth from the day before was completely gone. Replaced by gusts of cold mountain air hitting him straight in the face. Lifting and carrying away bits of soot and snow.
Pulled at the lapels of the winter coat he’d been told to bring along.
Fifteen feet from him was Waylon Sharp. Seated on the lowered tailgate of his truck, one leg swung free below him. The other had been hoisted up on the tailgate, Sharp hugging it with both arms.
The late afternoon sun could be seen reflecting off his shiny pate.
“Detective,” Sharp said. Nodded without getting up. Voice matched the grim expression on his face.
“Investigator,” Taggert replied. Felt the trio of feelings in his stomach grow stronger. “I thought you said this shouldn’t take long? Be in and out before noon?”
At that Sharp squinted and glanced up at the sky above. “What time is it?”
“Getting on towards four,” Taggert said. Allowed a bit of surprise to show on his face. “You been out here in the cold all day?”
“Guess I have,” Sharp said. Slid his foot from the tailgate. Allowed the momentum to carry him down to the ground.
Turned and slammed the tailgate shut.
“No partner this afternoon?”
Taggert shook his head. “You asked to meet me. Wasn’t sure what it was about so I cut him loose early.”
The explanation was only half the truth. The odds were Sharp already knew that, though to his credit he remained silent.
“Everything alright?” Taggert asked. Hated voicing the words aloud. Worried even more about what Sharp’s response might be.
The shorter man gave him a long look before turning back to the house. He remained rooted in place a moment before starting forward.
“Come on. You better come see for yourself.”
Taggert felt another wave of apprehension pass through him. Stood in place as the gap between them extended to better than ten feet.
Caught himself and jogged forward to catch up, falling in beside Sharp.
“How are things going in town?” Sharp asked.
The question seemed to come from far afield, taking Taggert by surprise. A moment passed as he tried to shove aside the inquiries he’d been chewing on himself, collecting his thoughts.
“Moving forward,” Taggert said. “We’ve got a suspect that looks real good on starting the fire.”
“Yeah?” Sharp asked. Zero enthusiasm behind the question.
“Yeah,” Taggert said. Noted the tone. “Holding him as a person of interest.”
“Yeah?” Sharp repeated. Glanced over at him. “You like him for the fire?”
Taggert matched the glance. Fought to repress the feelings growing inside. Tried to determine what Sharp was getting at.
“I do. The fact that he’s already lawyered up only drives it home.”
“Hmm,” Sharp managed. Nothing more.
Walking in elongated steps, Sharp led him towards the rubble that had previously been the center of the house. Hooked a hard left. Followed the mass of charred remains to the far end.
Pulled up just short of the chimney, the grey river stone stained black with soot. Long streaks ran through the middle of it, the remains of the water sprayed by the fire engines two nights prior.
“Be careful,” Sharp said. For the first time broke the barrier between windswept dirt and blackened rubble. “Most of the water they used the other night vaporized with the heat. The rest settled anywhere it could. Froze solid within an hour.”
Grunting a response, Taggert picked his way forward. Did his best to step where Sharp did. Bent at the knees and used his hands for support whenever necessary.
As he moved forward, the smell of burnt wood filled his nose. Even thirty-six hours out it hung thick in the air. Seemed to blanket the ground like a fog.
“What’s this all about, Waylon?” Taggert asked. Finally vocalized what he’d feared since arriving.
Did his best to keep pace as they continued to move forward.
“Just a little further,” Sharp said. Stepped past the half-burned remains of a reading table. Gave a wide berth to an oversized chair, the upholstery on it melted into a waxy veneer.
Standing in the middle of the rubble, Taggert got a new vantage on the enormity of the house. From the driveway it was clear to see how far the structure swept in both directions.
Now standing in the center of if he could see the sheer depth of it as well.
Using rough approximation, he figured the entire length of most homes could fit across the width of the Koenig place with room to spare.
“Smell it?” Sharp asked. Pulled up abruptly. Jerked Taggert from his thoughts.
Coming to a stop, Taggert sniffed at the air. Picked up the same heavy dose of char on the breeze.
After a moment noticed something else, something vaguely familiar.
Dropping into a crouch, he took in another deep breath. Held it. Allowed the scent receptors in his nose to go to work on the new smell.
“Pork?” he asked. Twisted his face up in confusion. 
“Not quite,” Sharp said. Took a step to the side. Lifted the half-darkened remains of a bookshelf. On it rested a random smattering of volumes, like teeth on a Halloween jack-o-lantern, their glossy covers melted to the wood, holding them in place.
On the ground at the foot of it were the rest of the books to fill the space. Most of them had burned away to nothing more than ashes.
A few odd bits remained. Flashes of white in a massive pile of black and grey.
None of that seemed to matter to Taggert though. Barely even registered with him.
Instead the entirety of his focus shifted to the twist of metal curled into an indecipherable mess.
The grizzled form of burned flesh stretched throughout it.
A sheen of moisture glazed Taggert’s eyes as he stared down. Felt the full effect of the smell now hit him square. All breath was pulled from his chest as he opened his mouth.
Said nothing.
“I’m guessing you still haven’t been able to track down Wes Koenig,” Sharp said quietly.
Taggert shook his head to either side. Remained silent.
“Wylie Dern came by this morning,” Sharp said. “The guy who does repairs here. Said the only other employee is Sharon Stump. She’s back east on vacation.”
Taggert nodded. Processed what he was hearing.
“This isn’t arson. This is murder.”
Beside him, Sharp nodded in agreement.
Said nothing.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
Wednesday.
Hump day.
Somehow the busiest night of the week according to Drake’s social calendar.
The arrangement had begun two years and change before. Upon Sage’s arrival in Missoula, she was the nurse with the lowest seniority at St. Michael’s Hospital. Placed on the less-than-optimal second shift.
To the man, every other nurse in the place desired the other two. First shift because it allowed those with families to keep a regular schedule. Third as it afforded the lowest amount of foot traffic and boss oversight.
Second provided neither. 
The first half of the shift was spent with complete supervisor presence. Encompassed visiting hours.
The back end was the traditional evening hours. Made conventional interaction with the rest of the world almost impossible.
The post was usually meant as nothing more than a rite of passage. Once a person had put in their requisite amount of time, they moved on to a more desirable shift. Sage had chosen to stay on in no small part so she was still free to run with the Crew multiple times a week.
Not that she had ever once voiced as much.
In an unspoken acknowledgement of the sacrifice, Drake began meeting her for dinner every Wednesday. Every so often Kade and Ajax would join them. Once or twice he had even brought his English bulldog Suzy Q.
Sometimes he brought dinner. Others they had whatever the cafeteria was serving.
Much like the Crew itself, the particulars were far from being the point.
After a long day in Butte, Drake didn’t bother returning home. Went straight to St. Michael’s. Posted up in the cafeteria. Sat alone for almost twenty minutes before Sage entered.
“That good, huh?” she said as a greeting. Pulled his attention away from staring into space.
Rising to his feet, Drake circled around the table he was seated at. Extended one arm around her neck and pulled her in close.
“Have you spent much time in Butte, America?”
Sage wrapped both arms around his waist. Squeezed once and released.
“No more than I’ve had to,” she said. “I can’t tell you how many times I’d be low on gas headed back to Bozeman for school and just decide to push through.”
“Exactly,” Drake said. Raised his palms to his face. Pressed them into his eye sockets until lights erupted behind his lids.
In a sequence practiced a hundred times in the preceding years, Drake followed Sage into the serving line. Peeled away from her as she headed for the salad bar. Went to the hot food station and got a large plate of spaghetti and meat sauce. Grabbed a bottle of sweet tea.
Met her at the checkout stand and paid cash for both of them.
Posting up at their traditional spot in the corner, Drake waited as Sage took a sip from her spring water. Began to toss veggies of various shapes and colors into a pile.
“So, let’s hear it,” she began. Didn’t bother to look up as she swirled cottage cheese into everything. Forked an oversized bite into her mouth.
Drake cocked an eyebrow and watched her eat for a moment. Pulled away a glob of meat and marinara sauce. Held it a few inches above his plate.
“It’s crap,” he said simply.
Halfway through her chewing Sage said, “You haven’t even tried it yet.” 
The words sounded garbled through crunching roughage.
The cocked eyebrow changed into a half smile. “Not the food. Anybody can make spaghetti. I mean the case.”
This time Sage waited until she was done chewing. Swallowed. Took another pull of water.
“How so?”
Sinking his fork into the noodles, Drake idly twirled it. Watched as a growing ball of pasta mummified the utensil.
“All they’ve got is some circumstantial evidence.”
“Yeah?” Sage asked.
“Big time,” Drake confirmed. “So much so that I’m almost wondering if everything is on the up and up.”
Across from him Sage raised her eyebrows. Pulled her chin back an inch in surprise. “Seriously?”
Raising the forkful away from the plate, Drake looked across at her. “No. Not really, anyway. But it’s so thin an argument could definitely be made.”
At that Drake took down the entire bite. Used a paper napkin to wipe marinara off his chin.
“How so?”
Chewing and swallowing, Drake dropped his fork. Leaned back. Pursed his lips and tilted his head to the side.
“You ever heard of horse race politics?”
“No, but I know what a horse race is,” Sage replied.
Drake jabbed a finger towards her. “Right. Same basic premise. It’s a theory that says in a political race, whoever gets out in front tends to stay out in front.”
“Because...?” 
“Because once they’re there, they get the lion’s share of the media coverage, campaign donations, etc. Doesn’t matter what their own merits are, just how they compare to everybody else.”
Sage went in for more of her salad. Contemplated the information as she chewed.
“Okay. So how does that apply here?”
Leaning forward, Drake cast a look around. Made sure nobody was nearby.
Lowered his voice anyway.
“I get the impression Tyce Riggins is their frontrunner. They saw a picture of his truck on a traffic camera and started looking for reasons why he was their guy.”
A slow nod of understanding rocked Sage’s head up and down. “Instead of just going through the paces and doing it right.”
“Exactly,” Drake said. “I have a strong inkling there hasn’t even been an investigation yet. They just want this thing figured out, had a quick solution offered to them...”
“And bang,” Sage said, “they found a way to make it work.”
“Exactly,” Drake said again. Rubbed his hands along the front of his pants. Took back up his fork.
“So then shouldn’t that be easy to prove?” Sage said.
“Eventually,” Drake said. Made a face. “But that all takes time.”
He paused a moment. Stared down at his plate until the sauce and noodles blurred into one indistinguishable splash of color.
Time was the one thing the Riggins family couldn’t afford to be wasted. Twice the night before Kara had mentioned that Tyce was the only provider in the family. That they were okay for the time being, but it wouldn’t take long for things to turn sideways. 
“Right now they’re still holding him as a person of interest,” Drake added. More thinking aloud than addressing Sage. “The official clock isn’t even ticking yet.”
Shifting her head to the side, Sage mulled the data. Tapped a fingernail on the table. Nibbled on her bottom lip.
Stared off into space a moment.
“If they’re so certain he’s the guy, then what’s the hold up? Why not move forward?”
“Great question,” Drake muttered. “Cause they damned sure aren’t investigating anything.”
“Wow,” Sage said quietly. Fixed her attention down at her plate.
Just as fast had it pulled back up by the auto-tuned version of Call Me Maybe blaring from her cell phone. The sound sent her scrambling through her bag as Drake stifled a laugh. Returned the hand to his face. Used it cover the pallor of blood he felt congregating there.
Looked over to see even more coloring Sage’s cheeks red.
“Kade.”
“Yeah, cause that’s the part I was thinking of commenting on right now,” Drake countered.
Giving him a look that warned not to say another word, Sage raised the phone to her ear.
“Hey.” She paused before adding, “Yeah, right here. Hold on.”
Extending the phone at shoulder level, she handed it to Drake.
“Says he needs to talk to you. Sounds urgent.”
Drake could feel a bit of surprise show on his face as he dropped his fork. Again pulled his napkin up from his waist. Wiped his face.
Accepted the phone from Sage.
“Yes, sir?”
“Why weren’t you answering?” Kade snapped. No preamble, no salutation of any kind.
In the background Drake could hear the babble of the television.
“Phone’s in the truck,” Drake countered. “What’s going on?”
“You anywhere near a TV right now?” Kade asked.
Pulling his brow in tight, Drake glanced across to Sage. “No, we’re in the cafeteria. Again, what’s going on?”
A long moment passed. Drake could hear Kade take several deep breaths. Sensed him false start a few times, trying to find the right words.
“Let’s just put it this way, you need to find yourself a television and turn on the evening news. Fast.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
Spicy.
So much so that it permeated the air. Brought tears to the eyes. Threatened to unleash a tendril of snot from the nose.
The mere scent of it in the house brought a smile to Dale Garvey’s face. He stepped forward and swirled the concoction around in the pot. Pulled back just as fast. Watched steam rise from it, releasing capsaicin into the air.
Giving one final stir, Garvey turned off the heat. Ladled his famous five-alarm chili into a mismatched set of plastic bowls.
Dropped a few slivers of jalapeno on top for some extra kick.
Into the bowl on the left he dropped a small dollop of sour cream. A sprinkling of cheese. The bowl on the right, his bowl, he left plain.
Using anything to dilute the heat was for sissies. Defeated the point.
“I hope you’re hungry,” Garvey announced. Put an extra amount of triumph into his voice. Stepped from the kitchen into the dining room.
Expecting to see the table set for dinner, he pulled up short. Noticed it was still covered with their shoulder bags from work. The evening newspaper. A few stray pieces of mail.
“Megs?” Garvey asked. Fought to hide the annoyance in his tone.
Placed one bowl down. Shoved everything to the side. Put the other down beside it.
“Megs,” he snapped. Turned away from the table.
Walked into the living room to find Megan perched on the arm of the couch. One leg folded over the other. The remote resting atop her thigh.
“What are you doing?” Garvey asked. Allowed his irritation to show. “I thought you were going to clear the table.”
He stared at her a long moment. Felt the agitation melt away.
Focused on Megan’s face. Her glassy eyes. The single tear running down her cheek.
“Hey, what’s wrong?”
There was no response. Instead she lifted the remote control. Pointed it at the television. 
Turned the volume up several decibels.
On the screen was a middle aged woman with blonde bouffant hair and too much makeup. A blue suit coat over a black tank top. Earrings dangling down on either side of an oval face.
She was seated behind a desk, shifted to the left side of the screen. On the right was an inset picture, a clip art photo of a fire with police tape in the foreground.
Along the bottom of the screen in bold letters was the headlineBody Found in Fire Debris.
Feeling the bottom of his stomach drop out, Garvey slid past Megan. Lowered his backside down onto the couch.
Forced himself not to smile.
“Silver Bow County investigators have not yet identified the remains,” the reporter said. Read the information off with expert delivery. Added just the right amount of solemnity.
“Thus far authorities have been unable to contact the owners of the property. We will continue to bring you updates as they become available.”
Behind her the info graph changed over to sports, a man in a bad jacket replacing her on screen. He began discussing Montana State basketball as Megan raised the remote and muted the television.
Acted in slow, disjointed movements.
Kept the same catatonic look on her face.
For a long moment, Garvey said nothing. Made sure the excitement he was feeling within was gone from his demeanor.
Getting rid of Koenig was never the intention. Not once in his reconnaissance on the house had he even seen the old man. Any sign that he was nearby.
All local stories indicated he spent the vast majority of his time in other locations.
Santa Fe. New Orleans. Even Monte Carlo.
It was the dead of winter in Montana. No man worth as much as he was would have any reason to be hiding away in the mountains.
Still, finding out there was a possibility it was in fact him pushed a surge of electricity through Garvey.
Torching the residence was meant to be a message. It was supposed to let Koenig and his underlings know that they could no longer conduct business the way they had been.
As bad as the cliché was, actions did in fact have consequences.
Though Garvey’s intentions weren’t lethal, he felt not the slightest hint of remorse. Getting rid of the head meant the body would likely die, at the very least wither away. The message he was trying to send would be more than received. His mission would come that much closer to being complete.
Everything he was fighting to protect would soon be safe.
“What have we done?” Megan whispered. Same words, same tone she had used the morning before.
Already Garvey could feel his good mood beginning to sour. He looked over at Megan. Fought not to make a face she could see.
This was his moment of triumph. Setting the home ablaze had been masterful. Discovering the evil kingpin was inside even better.
He did not have the time or inclination to be pacifying her right now.
“This isn’t our fault,” Garvey said. “We didn’t know anybody was inside.”
“But they were.”
“You don’t know that,” Garvey said. Paused. Thought fast for a moment. “You even heard her say they were remains. They haven’t been identified yet. It was most likely a dog. Some old pet that got trapped inside.”
The excuse sounded weak, even in his own ears.
No visible reaction from Megan only confirmed that.
“Yeah,” Garvey pushed ahead, picking up steam. “Think about it. A person would have heard us. Would have said something.”
Megan kept her attention aimed out the window. “Not if they were asleep.”
Garvey opened his mouth to respond. Paused. Began anew.
“Did you hear how much noise we were making? I even yelled out. And remember how strong those fumes were?”
He shifted himself so his face was in her direct line of sight. Made her look straight into his eyes.
“Megs, honey, believe me, nobody was in that house. We sat out there for two hours. Did you ever see a single light?”
After a moment a tiny flicker caught behind her gaze.
“No.”
“And the truck we saw leaving, did it ever come up to the main house?”
With each question Garvey’s voice gained more assurance.
“No,” Megan finally conceded.
“Exactly,” Garvey said. Reached out and placed his hands on either side of her face.
Still smelled the chili lingering on his palms.
“Look, I’m sorry if we accidentally took out a dog. You know I’m an animal lover.” His face creased itself into an oversized smile. “Hell, of everything this week, I think that much we can say for sure.”
He left the smile on his face. Looked back at her. Waited for a response.
“Yeah,” she managed to push out. The tiniest bit of a smile moved in the corner of her mouth.
“Come on now,” Garvey said. Continued to hold her head between his hands. “Didn’t we say that something like this might happen? That if we were ever going to be taken seriously, ever going to get their attention, we had to make a splash?”
Another moment of silence passed. Garvey waited, watching the machinations play out on Megan’s face. At the end of her internal debate, she nodded slightly.
“Yeah.”
“Well, here we are,” Garvey said. Allowed the smile to grow even larger.
“I bet we got that old bastard’s attention now, don’t you?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
Tension.
Palpable and awkward.
Hanging so thick in the air Drake thought he would have to reach out and push it aside.
On one side of the table sat he and Kade. The attorney and the investigator. A status Kade had not yet attained, was in the process of at the moment.
Opposite them was Taggert. Eyes bloodshot. The same sport coat, the brown material wrinkled badly. Both corners of his moustache matted as if he’d been chewing on them.
Beside him the arson investigator. A man named Waylon Sharp. Short, rotund, head shaved bald. Goatee encasing his mouth. An angry scowl that never left his features.
Between them sat Silver Bow County prosecutor Merrill Poe. Fifteen years older than Drake and Sage. Dark hair just starting to thin. Tufts of grey showing at the temples. Jowls beginning to hang down from his chin. A suit that had been top of the line a decade earlier but was fast starting to show its age.
“Gentlemen,” Poe opened. “Thank you for making the trip over so early this morning. As I said on the phone last night, I have to be in court by nine.”
Drake nodded. The call had come in just after ten. Said he could have a half hour at seven-thirty. 
Was deliberately meant to be a blow off.
Drake had snatched it up without question. Called Kade and told him to be ready at five forty-five.
“Thank you for meeting with us,” Drake said.
Poe bowed the top of his head in acknowledgment. Showed just the slightest bit of his scalp through a poor job with the comb.
“I understand you and Detective Taggert spoke yesterday,” Poe said.
“We did,” Drake replied. Was aware of the other men in the room watching them, their attention going back and forth.
“So you can understand how much things have changed since then,” Poe said. “Why the renewed sense of urgency.”
Drake bit back a smirk at the use of the term renewed. Employing such a word denoted there had at one point been any sense of urgency.
“Absolutely,” Drake said. Decided to take the initiative. “Which is why you can understand that the flimsy case the detective presented against my client yesterday holds up even less today.”
The statement had been meant to draw just a bit of blood. Not to be an outright dagger. More of a pinprick. Let Poe and his condescending manner know that they were not to be patronized.
Sensing what had just happened, a half-smile showed on Poe’s face. He leaned back an inch. Seemed to appraise Drake anew. 
“Mr. Bell, we spoke to Wylie Dern last night, who confirmed Wes Koenig did in fact use a wheelchair. We haven’t gotten a positive identification back on the remains yet, but there is little doubt that is who it will be.”
Drake remained motionless. Kept his demeanor completely neutral.
“That is probably true. What you still won’t have though is anything credible pinning his death, or the arson that caused it, on Tyce Riggins.”
There was little doubt that after the meeting with Taggert, one of the men before him had made some calls. Had asked around about Drake. Had determined that he was still three weeks away from taking the bar exam. Was working one last case in the student clinic.
Just seeing the smile grow a little larger on Poe’s face only confirmed it.
“Mr. Bell, as Detective Taggert explained yesterday, there is more than sufficient evidence to support holding Mr. Riggins.”
“And as I’m sure you know, Mr. Poe, the standards for holding someone as a person of interest and attempting to charge them with major felonies are quite different.”
Beside him Drake could sense Kade shift just a tiny bit. An unspoken message that from an outside perspective he was starting to saunter very close to crossing the line.
“We only discovered the body yesterday,” Poe said, the smile completely gone. “There is no way to fully discuss charges until it is identified. Surely you also know that.”
Drake waited for mention of his status as a student to be mentioned, though Poe stopped just short.
It didn’t matter.
The point had been made.
“Yes, but it also isn’t difficult to surmise that if my client is being held as a person of interest, it is only a matter of time before charges are brought.”
He shifted his attention to Taggert. Moved only his head a few inches to the side.
“I noticed this morning that Mr. Riggins is the only person in the holding cells. Is that because he is the only person of interest you have at the moment?”
Being addressed directly seemed to startle Taggert. He opened his mouth to speak. Turned his head to the side to look at Poe for help.
Managed nothing more than an indecipherable moan.
“Detective Taggert does not have a responsibility to share his entire investigation with opposing counsel,” Poe said. Used his most authoritative court room voice. Even pinched his brow together in an attempt to appear imposing.
Caused Drake to bite the inside of his cheeks to keep from laughing. Hoped Kade was doing the same to his side.
“No,” Drake said. Raised his voice just a tiny bit in response. “But he does have a responsibility to actually carry out an investigation.”
There was more Drake wanted to add. He wanted to again go through the meager list of evidence Taggert had used to bring Riggins in. To point out that it alone wasn’t even enough to continue holding him.
Nowhere near enough to bring charges. Let alone take before a grand jury.
On the opposite side of the table Taggert began to fidget. His face flushed red. Sharp continued to scowl downward.
Between them, Poe made a show of raising his wrist. Checking the time. Sighing as if he was truly sorry the encounter had to end.
“Gentlemen, I do apologize, but I have to be in front of Judge Hammerman in less than an hour.”
Drake nodded. Said nothing.
Waited for the sham compromise he knew was coming.
“Why don’t we do this,” Poe began. “It is Thursday. The autopsy on the remains should be done today or tomorrow, depending on how bad the burns were. When that comes in I will sit on things until Monday. At that time I will announce whatever formal charges the state would like to bring.”
Again Drake bit down on the inside of his cheeks. Made sure not to point out that in theory it gave Taggert four more days to continue investigating.
Knew he and Kade now had the long weekend to really figure things out.
Also knew it was the best he could hope for.
“Monday it is then,” Drake said.
The opposite side of the table all stared back at him for a long moment.
Poe was the only one that broke. Smiled.
“Monday it is.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
Gone.
Evaporated.
Vaporized.
Any trace of the jovial Tyce Riggins Drake knew was a thing of the past. Even the calm, serene demeanor he had carried the day before was nowhere to be seen.
In his place was a man that had not slept in days. Whose face was lined with wrinkles. Eyes were red and puffy. Hair had deep trenches in it, as if the entire night had been spent running fingers back through it. Tugging with both hands. 
The handcuffs were back around his wrists, securing him to the table. This time Drake knew better than to ask they be removed.
Tyce looked up as he entered. Nodded. His eyes widened a bit as his gaze settled on Kade.
“Kade Keuhl?” There was just a flicker of familiarity in his tone. More surprise than anything else.
“Hey, Tyce,” Kade said. Stepped forward. Shook his manacled hand. “Good to see you. Wish the circumstances were different.”
Tyce held the surprised face. Flicked a glance to Drake. 
“Yeah. Agreed.”
Drake went to the corner. Grabbed a second black plastic chair. Slid it up next to the table.
“In the winter when Kade isn’t on fires he helps me as an investigator,” Drake said by way of an explanation. Watched as Tyce nodded just slightly.
It wasn’t entirely the truth, but it wasn’t false either.
Like Drake, Kade’s status was more on-the-verge than full blown.
Given some of the cases Drake had handled in his first six months of practicing, it had become apparent that he would have to do a fair bit of investigating on his own. While he was happy to do so, having someone licensed riding shotgun would make things significantly easier.
Discovering that Kade’s years as a fire jumper fit the experience requirement had been a stroke of pure luck.
Convincing Kade to fill out the paperwork had taken significantly more effort.
“So if he’s here as an investigator...” Tyce said. Didn’t finish the thought.
Didn’t have to.
“They aren’t bringing charges yet,” Drake said. “We just spoke to the prosecutor who assures us they aren’t that far along.”
Tyce looked between them, something bordering on hope crossing his face. “So they’re still investigating?”
At that Kade let out a snort. Allowed it to roll his head back an inch or two.
Drake managed to keep his own reaction in check. 
This was a private attorney-client meeting. That meant nobody inside the station was allowed to be listening.
Based on everything he’d seen so far, that didn’t exactly fill him with any assurances.
“We’ll be investigating,” Drake said. Opted for the diplomatic answer. “That’s why Kade is here with me now. Why once we leave here we might not see you for a day or two. Don’t think anything of it. We’ve just got a very truncated timetable to figure some things out.”
Again he could sense Kade wanting to smart off beside him. To his credit, this time he remained silent.
“An investigation,” Tyce whispered. Stared down at the table. Allowed his gaze to gloss over. “All because we went snowmobiling.”
That morning on the drive over Drake had had the same thought. Most of the time, especially in cases where the crimes were as heinous as this, there was a mountain of evidence that led to an arrest.
In this instance, Tyce was right. When everything else was stripped away, all they had was someone happened to be driving by at the wrong time of night. If that hadn’t happened, if he hadn’t been pulling the Arctic Cat, nobody would have ever given Tyce Riggins a second thought.
Digging into his shoulder bag, Drake removed the same legal pad Wyatt had taken notes on a few nights before. Turned to a clean page. Took out a black pen.
“Let’s start with your aunt,” Drake said. Watched as Tyce’s head jerked up. His expression clouded over with confusion.
“My aunt? Which one?”
Flipping back a page, Drake looked over the list. Pulled the name from the notes he had scribbled down after meeting with Taggert the day before.
“Mildred Hubble,” Drake said. Folded the pages back over themselves. Laid the pad flat.
“Aunt Millie?” Tyce said. Allowed the confusion to grow more pronounced on his features. “What does she have to do with this?”
Drake glanced towards the door. Saw the glass window framed in the top half of it. Paused just a moment to consider if anybody was listening in.
“Apparently this was only a second home for Wes Koenig,” Drake said. “One of many he built each time an investment deal went bad and he came under some pretty serious allegations.”
Having read through everything two nights before, Drake knew that the story was much worse than he explained it.
He also knew he wasn’t at liberty to speak freely on the matter at the moment.
“Okay?” Tyce said. Clearly not following the line of reasoning Drake was laying out.
“One of the more recent situations took place in Seattle,” Drake said. “He bought some bottomlands along Lake Washington. Sold it off as lakefront lots available for development. Made a bundle.”
Still the look of uncertainty remained on Tyce’s face.
“Turns out the land was worthless. Nothing but marsh, unsuitable for stable structure.”
A long moment passed as Tyce stared at Drake. Waited for more that wasn’t coming. 
Replaced the look of confusion with one of repulsion.
“And that’s their big smoking gun? My aunt lost some money on a land investment years ago?”
It was obvious from the tone of his voice, the look on his face, that he found the entire thing preposterous. Was on the verge of exploding just discussing it.
“That’s what I told them,” Drake said. “Pointed out it had been eleven years since the incident.”
Tyce raised his eyebrows. Shifted his weight back in the seat. Stared past Drake and Kade towards the door, almost daring someone to walk past.
“I was in high school when that happened. Barely even remember it.”
He turned to face forward. “My mom and her sister aren’t that close. Mom never really cared for the guy she married, the way he took her off to Seattle, limited their interaction.”
Again he paused. Pushed out a loud breath. “Long story short, my aunt is loaded. They’re venture capitalists. Yeah, they lost some money, but it was barely even a dent to them. Definitely not the sort of thing I’d be out to avenge over a decade later.”
For the first time all morning Drake actually found himself hoping Taggert was listening. That he would hear what Tyce was saying and go do his job.
That he would understand how flimsy his entire case really was.
“Do you have contact information?” Drake said. Looked up. “Obviously we believe you, but we have to speak with her directly.”
“Right,” Tyce agreed. Nodded. “I don’t have it. Talk to Kara though. If it’s not at the house my mom can provide it.”
“Okay,” Drake said. Finished writing down what Tyce had said. Drew a hard line beneath it to demarcate a clean break.
“How about Wylie Dern or Sharon Stump?” Drake asked. “Any dealings with them? Lingering animosities? Anything?”
Tyce pulled his brow in tight. Shifted his gaze to the wall above Drake and Kade. Moved his lips imperceptibly for a moment.
“I’ve heard the name Wylie Dern,” he said. “Never had any dealings with him, just one of those ‘so-and-so said this’ type of things.”
“Mhmm,” Drake said. Continued writing.
“Can’t say I’ve ever known a Sharon Stump. Who are they?”
“They both are employed at the Koenig place,” Drake said. “One does the indoor, one handles the outdoor chores.”
“Ah,” Tyce said. Rocked his head back just slightly. “Sorry.”
It was a flash of the old Tyce Drake remembered. The kind of person that would apologize for something that was in no way his fault.
Under different circumstances it might have made him smile.
“How about Koenig himself?” Drake asked.
“Definitely not,” Tyce said. Answered quickly. Gave the impression he’d spent the night wrestling with the question. “Rumors are all I’ve got on that one.”
“Such as?” Drake prodded. Knew there probably wouldn’t be much of substance there. Decided to tease it out a bit just in case.
Raising his hand, Tyce extended his thumb. “Rides in a wheelchair at all times.”
Pushed out his index finger. “Has a gigantic house he’s barely ever in.”
Moved to the middle digit. “Meaner than an old grizzly.”
Drake had been right. Nothing of substance. More confirmation of the same rumors he’d found online.
“Okay,” Drake said. Finished up his notes. Looked at Tyce. “I’m sure there will be more to come up as we dig around, but right now I think that will get us started.”
There was no response from Tyce. He simply sat and stared. Waited for Drake to continue.
“I’ll follow up for the arson investigator and medical examiner reports. We’ll speak to your aunt and Koenig’s employees.”
“Any idea how long this might take?” Tyce asked.
A day ago Drake would have been reasonably certain it would be quick. There wasn’t enough to support bringing charges or taking it to a grand jury. Even someone as self-conceited as Poe would realize that.
Dismiss everything. Send Tyce home to his wife.
Now things were different. A murder charge, no matter how unsubstantiated, took things into a different stratosphere.
“Honestly?” Drake asked. Managed a tiny sigh. “No. As you said earlier, this entire thing is preposterous. There’s no way to tell how far out they’ll try to drag it.”
Drake knew it wasn’t what Tyce wanted to hear.
Knew he had to say it anyway.
“It’s just...” Tyce said. Stopped himself short. Stared hard at Drake.
In that instant Drake knew everything the man was trying to say. About the lack of funding he had. About the need to return to work.
About not wanting to go to jail or worse for a crime he didn’t commit.
“I know,” Drake said. Glanced to Kade. “We know. Like I said, we have four days to get this figured out.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
Competition.
Rivalry.
Two opposing forces fighting for supremacy.
On one side of Taggert’s thoughts was a sense of elation. As much as he liked to play the entire situation as a pain in the ass, this was exciting.
In twenty years he could count the number of murder investigations on two hands. It was true the crime rate for Butte was much higher than the rest of the state. That still meant it lagged behind the national average.
Of the violent crimes that took place, murder was certainly not at the top of the list. Among those that did occur, the majority were basic crimes of passion. Enraged spouses. Jilted lovers.
This, though, was something much different. It was the first case in ages that had started to ignite the same spark that first sent him into law enforcement years ago.
No small part of that spark was also the second emotion roiling through him.
Dislike. Distaste. Disdain.
All of it aimed at Drake Bell. At the insinuation the young punk had made that he wasn’t doing his job as a detective.
As much as he would have liked a deeper investigation, relished digging around in the seedy underbelly of his town, there was no need to. Every bit of evidence pointed at Tyce Riggins. It did originally when the crime was arson. Remained so as the offense escalated to murder.
All he had to do now was nail down a few final points to confirm it.
For the first time in months Foye remained completely silent as they pulled up in front of the medical examiner’s office. As much as the events had seemed to reawaken something within Taggert, the opposite had occurred for the younger man.
He had retreated back into himself. Gone very quiet. Little by little lost any of the previous hubris that had made him so insufferable.
Taggert couldn’t help but think maybe there was hope for him after all as they parked outside the medical examiner’s office. Climbed out. 
Neither bothered to replace their hats on their head as they strode across the small blacktop parking lot. Stepped inside a building of rough white brick with the titleSilver Bow County Medical Examiner’s Office along the outside in silver letters.
A whiff of formaldehyde crossed Taggert’s nostrils as he stepped through the front door. Passed under the fans blowing heated air down from the ceiling in the buffer zone. Made his way through a second door into the building.
A moment later Foye appeared beside him, both stopping to survey their surroundings.
Long and narrow, Taggert knew from previous experience that the building was parsed into two sections. The front half was open. Contained a handful of desks he’d never seen more than a single person use at a time. Had a front counter running most of the way across.
In the back were the offices for the examiners. The morgue where autopsies were performed and bodies were kept.
Striding up to the counter, Taggert slapped at the silver bell sitting atop it. Winced as the shrill bell echoed through his ears. Waited as the sound of footsteps approached. A single woman emerged from the back end of the building.
Peggy Dowdy was someone Taggert had encountered frequently in his time on the force. One of the few people in the county with more seniority than him in the system, she insisted on calling every man she countered son.
Every female hon.
Dressed in a wool skirt and sweater befitting her last name, she passed through the thin walkway between the desks. Stopped halfway back and waved a hand towards herself.
“Come on back, son. Doc’s waiting for you.”
Glancing to Foye, Taggert moved to the end of the counter. Stepped around it. Followed Dowdy to the doorway separating the two halves.
Once there she stopped and held it open. Squeezed her body to the side for them to pass. The amount of physical contact that happened while doing so was more than Taggert preferred, though he said nothing.
Once they were through Dowdy pulled the door closed from the other side. Instantly most sound fell away. The ambient temperature dropped fifteen degrees.
A new smell became very apparent.
Boots echoing loud off the tile, Taggert walked between a pair of offices. Both small. Both with paperwork piled onto every horizontal surface.
Didn’t bother to glance back at Foye. Pushed right through a pair of double doors and into the lab.
Nearly as big as the entire front space, the room stretched roughly thirty feet square. One wall was lined with stainless steel wash basins. Opposite it, a row of matching gurneys. Along the back wall were a dozen drawers, all large enough to slide a body through. In the middle of the room a table had been positioned beneath a bright overhead light. On it rested a middle aged man, a bulbous stomach protruding upward.
Beside him stood Dr. Curt Perry, just finishing the last few sutures to close the oversized Y cleaved into the man’s chest.
For a moment Taggert felt a spur of relief that the body being examined wasn’t Koenig, having no desire to see that grizzled mess of burned flesh again.
Just as fast, it passed.
“Doctor Perry,” Taggert said. Left Foye by the door. Stepped a few paces into the room.
Felt the same scent grow stronger, tickling his nose.
“Detective,” Perry said. Nodded. Glanced to Foye by the door. “Detective.”
Taggert didn’t bother to turn and look at Foye. If there was a response in any way, he didn’t hear it.
“I hope you don’t mind speaking while I finish this up,” Perry said, continuing to apply the stitches.
The two had been introduced ten years earlier, Perry arriving fresh out of med school. A non-traditional student, he waited until a bit later in life to attend and was now well into his mid-forties.
Dressed in a blue surgical apron and matching scrub cap, most of his features were covered. Thick glasses and a sandy brown beard were all that could be seen.
“Not at all,” Taggert replied. “I got your message earlier. You’ve already taken a look at Mr. Koenig?”
At the mention of the name Perry stopped what he was doing, his hands lowering by his side. He fixed his gaze on Taggert. 
The simple movement did enough to relay whatever was hidden beneath his attire.
“If you could call it that,” he said. No small amount of sorrow in his tone. “By the time we got him scraped away from the floorboards and untangled from his wheelchair, there wasn’t a whole lot left.”
An involuntary wince came from Taggert, the skin around his eyes tightening. “I bet.”
“No, you don’t,” Perry said. Held his gaze a moment. Let it be known the statement was not condemning.
The scene was truly that horrific.
“Wes Koenig was not a large man anyway,” he said. “His rapidly advancing age and his condition had withered away most of his mass. Before the fire I wouldn’t have placed him much above one hundred pounds, if even that. After the fire though...”
The mental image of what Sharp had shown him flashed through Taggert’s mind. Brought back the wince to his face.
“Point being,” Perry said. Snapped Taggert’s attention back to him. “The body was too decimated for traditional identification methods. Fingerprints were destroyed. Apparently he wore dentures because the mass of blackened goo inside his mouth was inconsistent with anything else I’ve ever seen.”
A tiny pang pushed through Taggert’s stomach. Getting a firm confirmation on identity was the big piece of information he was hoping to secure.
After that he could treat it entirely as a murder investigation.
Perhaps even get his picture on the evening news.
“So that’s it?” Taggert asked. “Nothing else?”
“Actually, no,” Perry said. Twisted his head. “This time his poor health worked in our favor. I found what remained of a pacemaker in his chest. I pulled the serial number from it, which will be in the national depository.”
“Oh?” Taggert asked. Felt the pang subside. Optimism flood back in.
“I pushed out the ID request on it an hour ago,” Perry said. “Might not be until tomorrow morning, but the moment I hear something, you’ll hear something.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
Zero for three.
That was what Drake and Kade were able to cobble together on their first pass through the list.
Mildred Hubble didn’t answer her phone. Had not yet responded to a message asking that she get back to them.
Susan Stump was en route back from Philadelphia at the request of local law enforcement. Would have a few minutes to sit down with them the next day.
Made it clear she didn’t know how much she could offer to the discussion.
Wylie Dern too begged off until the morrow. His sudden state of unemployment had caused him to accept a request to help move cattle for the day.
He would be glad to meet them for breakfast in the morning.
Unable to nail down any potential witnesses in the short term, Drake turned to the institutional side. Started right at the top. Put in a call to Waylon Sharp at the fire department.
After much hemming and hawing, a meeting had been set.
“What do we know about this guy?” Kade asked. Twisted his head beneath the visor in the front of the truck. Stared up at the Butte Fire Department.
Two stories tall, it was square, uniform in shape. Even rows of windows lined both floors. Gave it the appearance of an old time school house.
Out front a flag pole stood in a flower bed, the plants pulled up for winter. The stars and stripes hung limp in the afternoon air.
Standing beside the station building was a second structure. Built after the main unit, it was constructed of corrugated metal. Resembled a distended Quonset hut. Painted red with a single white roll top door on one end.
Inside sat a pair of fire engines, their headlights and front grilles polished clean.
“Same as you,” Drake said. “Met him for the first time this morning. Barely said a word.”
“Right,” Kade said. Nodded in agreement. “I don’t know that I could identify his voice right now even if I heard it.”
Drake pushed out a long breath. Took up his bag from the seat between them.
“Should be fun.”
Both doors moaned in protest as they climbed out. Slammed them shut. Waited for a car to pass before crossing the street and approaching the front door.
Outside the garage a pair of firefighters in black pants and fleeces stepped out and glanced over at them. Said nothing. Returned back inside.
“Well, that was subtle,” Kade said.
Drake grunted in agreement. Reached the front door and pulled it open. Allowed Kade to enter before passing inside.
The interior was arranged much the way the exterior would indicate. A hallway stretched straight ahead from the front door. Offices lined either side. Appeared to be converted classrooms.
At the far end the space opened up. A large living area with couches and a television could be seen. A few firefighters were strewn about. 
Among them was Waylon Sharp.
He was standing perpendicular to them in conversation with a woman in jeans and a sweatshirt. At the same time they shifted their attention towards the front door. Saw Drake and Kade.
Turned and gave each other a grim look.
Without finishing the conversation Sharp peeled himself away. Strode straight for them. Made a hard right into the first office without addressing them in any way.
Pausing a moment, Drake turned to Kade. Shrugged.
“Shall we?” Kade said. Started forward. Followed Sharp into his office.
By the time they arrived he was already seated behind his desk. Upper body leaned forward. Fingers laced atop it.
The sport coat from that morning was gone. The sleeves on his shirt had been rolled up. Otherwise he appeared exactly as he had seven hours before.
Still without being addressed, Drake and Kade moved to the chairs on the opposite side of the desk. Lowered themselves into them.
Stared back at Sharp.
Almost completely void of life, there was precious little else in the office to look at.
“Thank you for meeting with us,” Drake said. Did not in the least bit feel thankful. Knew it was the right place to begin if they had any chance of getting useful information from the meeting.
The comment seemed to break Sharp’s veneer just a tiny bit.
“Yeah,” he replied. Nothing more.
“I understand the arson investigation report is now complete?” Drake said. Decided to start there. 
Hopefully make the encounter as short as possible.
Sharp stared at him a long moment. Sighed loudly. Shifted in his seat and turned to the left.
Pushed a thin brown folder across the desk.
Leaning forward, Drake extended a hand. Pulled it over to himself. Opened it to find just two sheets of paper stapled to the top of the folder.
No additional information. No charts or diagrams of any kind.
“This is it?” he asked. Kept his attention down.
“That’s it,” Sharp said.
Gaze dancing across the page, Drake read quickly. Tried to glean away the high points.
“Can I have a copy of this?” he asked.
“No,” Sharp replied. An edge in his voice.
Clear enough to snap Drake’s attention upward. “No?”
He wanted to add that he was counsel of record for Tyce Riggins. That under the rules of disclosure he was entitled to any investigation filings. If withheld, the entire case could be dismissed.
There was no point though. Sharp already no doubt knew all that.
“Until formal charges are made, I’m not allowed to release that to the public,” Sharp said. “I’m only letting you see it now out of professional courtesy.”
Drake turned his attention back to the folder. Lowered his face to ensure Sharp wouldn’t see the smirk pulling at the corner of his mouth.
“It says here that gasoline was used as an accelerant,” Drake said.
Waited for a response that didn’t come.
“But that a second substance was also present. Liquefied natural gas?”
Again Sharp stared back at him. Said nothing.
“Can you explain that?” Drake asked. Made sure his features relayed it was a genuine question.
A long moment passed. Tension that rivaled anything from the morning meeting oozed from Sharp, matched only by an obvious disdain for the people before him. 
“Until charges are filed, just letting you see that file is a professional courtesy,” Sharp repeated.
Drake nodded. Realized the answer was much what he had expected.
Poe choosing to withhold charges was a blessing and a curse. Something the other side had clearly discussed ahead of time.
Not bothering to ask any further questions, Drake slowed down. Scanned the document again. Made as many mental notes as he could. Intended to go straight back to the truck and write down everything he remembered.
Vaguely aware that two people were openly staring at him, Drake read the document over twice. Lingered on any buzzwords an extra moment. Made sure they were committed to memory.
As best he could tell, a significant amount of gasoline had been spread over the kitchen and living areas in the middle of the house. The fire had started there as well. After that it had spread quickly to either wing, aided by the liquefied gas.
Whatever that was.
The usage of two types of fuel struck Drake as odd.
Fortunately for him, he had a firefighter riding shotgun all the way back to Missoula.
“Okay,” Drake said. Snapped the folder shut. Tossed it back on the desk. “Thanks for your time.”
Sharp remained poised behind the desk. Cocked an eyebrow down at the folder. “Sure thing.” 
He watched as Drake and Kade both rose. Made it as far as the door.
“Paul Taggert might not be a friend, but he’s definitely a colleague,” he said. “And he’s a damned good detective.”
Drake waited until Sharp was done. Didn’t bother to look back.
That was what the animosity was all about.
He had definitely hit a nerve that morning.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
Hal.
A man most people in Missoula had never met.
All revered. 
Spoke of in glowing tones. Knew instantly who, or rather what, one was referring to when the name was mentioned.
Nobody in the Crew had ever met the man. He was long passed before any of them came of age. Drake came the closest, having met his brother at a breakfast meeting six months before.
Didn’t mean all four of them weren’t intimately familiar with his legacy.
Five minutes before six Drake eased his truck off of Brooks Street. Pulled into the parking lot of a strip mall. Came to a stop in front of a small shop sandwiched between a hardware store and a book store.
Despite the first streaks of daylight still being forty-five minutes away, a smattering of cars was already present. All waiting for the doors to open at six sharp.
A white plastic sign was stretched along the awning above the sidewalk running the length of the mall. Announced the place to be Hal’s. Had a small stack of pancakes beside the name, steam rising from them.
Never a greater understatement had there been.
“Now this is more like it,” Ajax said. Held his hands out to the vents blowing warm air into the truck. Rubbed his palms together.
Drake smirked. Said nothing.
It wasn’t completely unheard of for the Crew to bypass an outdoor activity. Far from usual though.
A confluence of factors had come together to bring the decision about on this particular morning. The big one was the situation with Riggins hanging over Drake and now Kade’s heads. They had to be on the road before too long, set to meet with Wylie Dern.
Also playing a part was the ski lift still being down at Snow Plaza. Word was it would be operational by Sunday, but nobody was holding their breath.
Finally was the factor that Drake wasn’t exactly in the sporting mood. The situation with Riggins seemed to be growing worse with each passing hour. Settled heavy on his mind. Became a sore that was threatening to fester.
He hadn’t said anything when the topic of an outing had first been broached the night before. Had not objected when Sage suggested they meet for breakfast and call it good.
One minute before the hour her Honda pulled into the spot beside them. On most days Kade drove the siblings from the apartment they shared together. Used his truck to get them up mountainsides or through state parks.
Today it was left to the Honda, knowing the two sides would be trading passengers once the meal was complete.
All four people remained in their cars an extra ninety seconds until a girl with her hair in a bun and a pencil behind her ear appeared at the front window. Unlocked the door. Flipped the sign from closed to open.
At once they all spilled out, joined by a dozen others grouped as ones and twos.
“Morning,” Sage said. Walked around the front of her car. Was dressed in sweats, her hair in a ponytail.
“Sorry about the extra early wakeup,” Drake said. “I know you couldn’t have been in bed more than four or five hours when the alarm went off.”
“Yeah, well, I haven’t been to bed at all and I’m still here,” Ajax said behind him. No small amount of mocking in his tone.
“Hal’s has a way of doing that,” Kade said. Closed his car door. Looked to be in the worst shape of everybody.
Reaching the door first, Drake pulled it open. Waited for the Crew to pass through. Paused as a handful of others did as well, nodding their thanks as they entered.
A wave of aromas hit the group head-on upon entry. Salty bacon. Toasted waffles. Hot coffee.
Many of the people from the parking lot went straight to the front counter. Took their seats. Had their usual breakfasts before them within seconds.
Much less frequent visitors, the Crew chose the corner booth. Drake and Sage on one side. Ajax and Kade across from them.
Nobody said anything until the young girl appeared. Was tasked with bringing back coffee for both the Keuhl’s. Tea for Drake. Chocolate milk for Ajax.
“Chocolate milk?” Drake asked. Arched an eyebrow. Watched as another pair of patrons passed through the door.
“Hey, did I bag on you for ordering tea?” Ajax said. Pulled his hat from his head. Sent braids of hair cascading down around his face.
“No, but I always order tea,” Drake said. “I’ve seen you drink chocolate milk twice ever.”
“Well, mom,” Ajax replied, “if you were listening, you heard me say I haven’t been to bed.”
He left it that. Drake knew what he meant.
One swig of coffee and his friend would be bouncing off the walls for the rest of the day.
“But on to more important matters,” Ajax said. Twisted to face Kade. “Should I even speculate as to what has you looking like hell warmed over this morning? An evening spent at Blue’s or Despo’s?”
Kade made a sour expression. Glared over at him. “Go to hell.”
“Which is where all my friends will be,” Ajax countered, “but that still doesn’t answer my question.”
The glower settled deeper on Kade’s features. Stayed there as the waitress appeared and unloaded their drinks. Remained as Drake and Sage both stirred sugar into theirs.
“Well, mom,” Kade said. “I’ve got a head cold. Nothing more.”
Drake felt a corner of his mouth rise in a smile. 
Beside him Sage did the same.
“And does this head cold you seemed to have picked up have a name?” Drake asked. Watched as Ajax and Sage both grinned. Made no attempt to hide them.
This time the glare was aimed in his direction. 
“Butte, America,” Kade said. Made sure no small amount of disdain was packed into the words. “Helping your ass I might add.”
Drake highly doubted that was the sole source of Kade’s current predicament, but opted not to press it. Raised his hands by his side in a sign for mercy.
“Okay, just asking. Been a while since you regaled us with any stories of cosmopolitan ladies you’ve come across downtown.”
“And like three days since you’ve mentioned a single trailer park skank,” Ajax added. 
Only added to the grins on Sage and Drake’s face.
“I think I’m already missing cross country skiing,” Kade said. “Nice and quiet out there.”
All three burst into laughter. Remembered all too well his affection for the sport just four days before.
“Okay,” Sage said. Idly stirred a spoon through her coffee. “Since Mr. Grumpus over there doesn’t seem up to his usual friendly banter, on to safer topics. How is everything in Butte going?”
Just hearing the question, Drake winced. Waved a hand in front of him.
“That one’s not safe either. Keep going.”
“Oh-kay,” Sage said. Let it be known she didn’t quite know what to make of the response. “What about...”
“Emily,” Ajax interjected. Leaned forward. Brought a cascade of hair down around his face. “We still haven’t heard how dinner went the other night.”
Drake felt heat rise to his cheeks. Could sense Sage tense up just a tiny bit beside him.
“Yeah,” Kade said, his voice somewhat pinched. “With all this going on with the fire, you completely skated by on that one.”
Rising in his seat, Drake looked around. Tried to flag down the waitress.
“Oh no,” Ajax said. Reached out a hand. Motioned for Drake to lower himself back into his chair. “Your damn egg white omelet can wait. We’ve been patient three days. How’d it go?”
Drake sank back in his seat. Glanced to each of them.
Noticed all were staring intently back.
“You guys really need to get out more.”
“It’s winter in Montana,” Sage said. “Humor us.”
Again Drake looked around for a sign of help that wasn’t there. “You also know I saw her last week. This wasn’t that big a deal.”
“Not that big a—“ Ajax started. Cut himself short. Pushed out a loud breath. “The first one wasn’t that big a deal. You guys caught up. This time she needed refuge from her parents. Decided to call you, her big knight in shining armor, to come give her relief?”
A look of confusion passed over Drake’s face. “Give her relief? What am I, a damn Alka Seltzer?”
Sage and Kade both smirked. The look of exasperation grew on Ajax’s face.
“And knight in shining armor? Really? Tell me you don’t put this stuff in your video games.”
“Tell me you don’t avoid questions this badly as a lawyer,” Ajax snapped. Earned a pair of chuckles from the onlookers.
Elicited one from Drake as well.
“Okay,” Drake said. “But there isn’t much to tell. We went to the Double Front. Got some food. Talked a bit.”
“And that was it?” Ajax said.
“That was it,” Drake confirmed. “Do remember, I was called away by a crying client in the middle of it.”
“Ahh,” Kade said. “So it was stopped before things got interesting. Makes sense.”
At this Drake rolled his eyes. Spotted the waitress at the end of the aisle. 
Hoped with everything he had that she was headed their way.
“No,” he said. Shook his head. “Things had already started to get interesting at that point. Wyatt calling was actually a blessing. Got me off the hook in a big way.”
The same bit of mischief remained on Kade’s face. The same bit of exasperation still sat on Ajax’s features. To his left Sage wore a look that was completely indecipherable.
“I can’t be certain, but I’m pretty sure she asked me to come to D.C.”
Drake left it there. Was sure the group would collectively pounce on it. Rip it to shreds. Find the whole thing as utterly crazy as he had.
To his surprise, nobody said a word. 
The next person that spoke at all was the waitress finally arriving to ask if they were ready to order.


 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
Quiet.
Miles and miles of it.
Punctuated only by the occasional sound of Kade sniffling.
Deep in thought, Drake tried to formulate all that laid ahead for the day. How to best approach Wylie Dern. How that might affect his interaction later with Sharon Stump.
If at any point Millie Hubble would get around to calling him back.
The meeting with Sharp yesterday had been just a half step above pointless. It bore to reason that trying to meet with Taggert or Poe again would be the same.
Ditto for the medical examiner.
It was an odd place for people like he and Kade to find themselves in. Until formal charges were brought, they were left with precious little to do. They could talk to witnesses. Try to investigate.
Receive absolutely zero cooperation or input from official sources.
At the same time, not having charges brought wasn’t a bad thing. It signified that at least the state recognized there wasn’t enough to mount a case.
The truly backward part of the entire situation, Drake couldn’t help thinking, was that they got to keep Tyce Riggins behind bars in the meantime.
“Were you serious with all that this morning?” Kade asked. 
The question shook Drake from his thoughts. Caused him to glance over. To see Kade’s profile silhouetted against the grey sky outside.
“All what?”
Kade kept his attention aimed forward. Refolded a wad of tissue in his hands. Dabbed at his nose with it.
“Moving to D.C. and everything.”
Drake slowed the truck as the first exit on the outskirts of Butte approached. Pushed onto the ramp. Made a right at the top of it.
“I never said I was moving to D.C.,” Drake said. “I’m not even entirely sure she was asking that.”
Ahead a small restaurant came into view on the left. Built from distressed wood, Drake got the impression at first glance it was made to look like an old time cabin. Realized upon rolling past that it was in fact an old time cabin. Had been repurposed in recent years.
Neither he nor Kade had ever been to the place. Had ever even heard of it. Were assured by Wylie Dern on the phone that it was the place in town all the locals went.
Whether or not that was a good thing was yet to be determined.
“You’ve always had pretty good instincts,” Kade said. “And Emily’s never been real subtle.”
There was more than ample proof over the years to show what Emily and Kade thought of one another. Just remembering some of the cracks that had been made in either direction brought a smile to Drake’s face.
“I can’t say the reaction you all gave wasn’t a little surprising,” Drake said. Waited for a car to pass in the opposite direction. Turned into the parking lot of frozen mud.
Kade ignored the comment. 
“You thinking on doing it?”
“Until you guys pressed me I’d completely forgotten she even mentioned it,” Drake admitted. Parked the truck. Killed the ignition.
“Like I said,” Kade said. Turned and looked at Drake once more. “Good instincts.”
Without waiting for further explanation Drake stepped out from the truck. Didn’t bother bringing his bag along. Figured Dern had chosen it in no small part because it was the kind of place he wouldn’t be free to take notes.
While not the same as law enforcement, Drake was fast discovering that being seen talking to a lawyer carried just as much of a stigma.
Minutes before eight, the parking lot was full. Nearly every vehicle was a truck or off-road vehicle of some sort, many stained with sprays of mud rising from the rear tires. A few even carried fresh animal carcasses in the back.
Above the morning sun was just beginning to climb in the eastern sky, the same thick cloud cover still blanketing the region.
The smell of grease hung in the air.
Feeling supremely grateful to have already eaten, Drake stepped up onto the porch running the length of the place. Felt the boards underfoot quiver a bit with each step. Heard conversation and laughter spill through the front windows.
“Is this breakfast or happy hour?” Kade asked. Paused just outside the front door.
“Your kind of place, right?” Drake responded. Forced a smile.
“Right,” Kade said.
The smell that had hung in the air outside engulfed them in a wave as they stepped in, the air so thick with fried food a haze hung down from the ceiling.
The clientele inside matched the automobiles in the parking lot as several people turned to openly stare at the newcomers. Many were dressed in camouflage gear, fresh from the field. Looked like they might soon be returning. Others wore fleece and flannel.
Facial hair seemed to be an unwritten prerequisite.
“Any idea who we’re looking for?” Kade asked. Set his jaw. Seemed to be acutely aware that he was the only Native American in the room.
“The guy waving in the back would be my guess,” Drake said. Pretended not to notice the burning stares of half the room. Cut a path through them towards the small round table in the corner.
“Wylie?” Drake asked as he approached. Stuck out his hand.
Had the shake returned by a thick man that barely rose to his chin. Even inside he wore a heavy canvas coat. Had hair that was just starting a trek to grey. A layer of facial hair of the same color.
“Drake Bell.” Motioned beside him. “Kade Keuhl. Thanks for meeting with us.”
Drake slid around to the far side of the table. Put himself in the corner. Allowed Kade to sit with his back to the room.
Knew it was probably better that way.
Sinking into his seat, Drake could see that Dern had gotten started without them. Already had a plate of ham, eggs, and home fries before him. A stack of half-eaten toast.
“I wasn’t sure when you might get here, so I went ahead and ordered,” Dern said. Made it sound like an apology, despite both sides knowing it wasn’t.
“That’s okay,” Drake said. 
He had made a point of making it on time. Had even left Sage and Ajax sitting at the table to ensure they weren’t late.
How early Dern must have started was anybody’s guess.
A wide-set woman with gray hair swept up in a net and an open flannel shirt toddled over to the table. Held a notepad up before her. Looked supremely bored.
“Get you two anything?”
“Coffee,” Kade said.
“Tea,” Drake added.
Her mouth twisted into a scowl as she lowered the pad. Turned and disappeared without a word.
“You guys aren’t eating?” Dern asked. Didn’t bother to look up from his plate. Piled a piece of ham and a glob of eggs onto a triangle of toast.
“No,” Drake said. Glanced to Kade. Didn’t bother mentioning the trip to Hal’s. “We don’t want to keep you. Just thought we’d ask a few questions and be on our way.”
Lifting the toast to his mouth, Dern shrugged as if to say suit yourself before cramming the entire thing in, crumbs left behind on his beard.
“Do you mind if we talk while you eat?” Drake asked. Turned his body so his back was against the wall. Looked at Dern. Watched the rest of the place through his periphery.
Most of the gawkers had already long since forgotten about them.
“Sure,” Dern said. Held a fist to his stomach. Let out a small burp. “Ask away, but I don’t know how much help I’ll be.”
Drake pushed past the comment. Started at the top of the questions he had drafted for himself the night before.
“How long have you worked for Mr. Koenig?”
“Ten years,” Dern replied. Didn’t need even a moment to think about it.
Clearly not the first time he had answered it in recent days.
“He hired me when he first bought the land to clear it. Kept me on afterward to tend to things outside.”
“Just you?” Drake asked. Already knew the answer, needed to be sure just the same.
“For everything outdoor,” Dern said. “A couple times – laying paver stone, getting rid of a stump, that kind of thing – I brought in somebody to help. 
“Always short term. Always cash payments.”
The last part was thrown in as a bit of an add-on. Something Drake wasn’t sure he could use but made a mental note of just the same.
“You said outside,” Drake prompted. Left it open ended.
“Right,” Dern said. Took up a jar of honey and slid back the stopper. Allowed it to drizzle over the top piece of toast on the stack.
“Once construction on the house was done, Sharon Stump was brought on for everything inside. Cooking, cleaning, that kind of thing.”
“So there was a full-time need for her?” Drake asked.
“Not really,” Dern said. “Wes was only in town maybe three or four months out of the year. The rest of the time we both just kind of did upkeep.”
Drake paused. Said nothing. Allowed Dern to complete the thought in his own time.
Once the pouring of honey was complete, Dern put the jar down.
“He was the kind of guy that liked to keep things looking a certain way. You know how people with money can be, they’re very concerned with appearances.”
All too well Drake knew how that went, but didn’t comment on it.
“Any idea where he spent the rest of the year?”
“Ha!” Dern said. Blew crumbs across the table with the effort. “Where didn’t he spend time? For an old guy, he really got around.”
Drake allowed himself to smile. Made it appear as if he was playing along.
“Seattle?”
“Yup,” Dern said. Nodded. “Seattle, Napa Valley, Texas. Who knows where all he had properties stashed.”
“So you didn’t talk to him much?” Kade asked. Leaned forward and crossed his arms atop the table.
Immediately felt the grease settled on the surface. Pulled back as the waitress delivered their drinks.
Slammed them down hard enough to splash some out on the table.
“Wasn’t really the kind of guy you talked to,” Dern said. Cocked his head to watch the waitress leave. Shook his head free of the image the moment she was gone.
“With you?” Drake asked. Left it vague. Was referring to Dern and Stump without having to call them the help.
“With anybody,” Dern said. “Ten years, never saw the man entertain a single person. No friends ever came by. Pretty sure he didn’t have any family.”
The last sentence eliminated Drake’s next question. It was a long shot, but somebody stood to gain quite a bit from Koenig’s death.
His digging on the internet a few nights before estimated the man’s worth to be in the nine digit range.
“Did he have any enemies?” Drake asked. Lowered his voice in the off chance anybody nearby was listening in.
“Not that I ever saw,” Dern said. Raised both sides of his nose as if the thought was a foul odor. Shook his head. “I’m sure he did though. Nobody that age, with that much money, ever got by without making at least a few.”
“But nothing that ever surfaced around the house?” Drake asked.
“Naw,” Dern replied. Cut away a chunk of ham. Forked it straight into his mouth. “But he often made sure Sharon and I knew where we stood. It’s not like he would have confided anything in us even if he did.”
That too fit with everything Drake had read previously. All accounts described him as a ruthless man.
Made clear the distinction between that and being a ruthless business man.
“Don’t get me wrong,” Dern said. “He was fine to work for. Paychecks came on time, always got me whatever I needed, used reasonable manners. There was definitely a gap there though.”
“How so?” Drake asked. Slid the glass of tea over in front of himself. Wrapped his hand around it without lifting it.
Across from him Dern finished his bite. Ran a rough stock napkin across his face.
“I don’t mean to speak ill of the dead,” he said. Pushed forward in doing so anyway. “He was much older, could be a mean sumbitch. I think he was starting to get paranoid too, which didn’t help.”
A pulse of electricity passed through Drake. He cast a glance to Kade, who met the gaze, having heard it as well.
“Paranoid of what?” Drake asked.
Dern paused a moment. Sucked at his teeth. “Oh, most anything. Like I said, he was old and wealthy. Think he started seeing things in his sleep.”
Not to be deterred, Drake pressed forward. In his experience, if someone like Wes Koenig was becoming paranoid, there was usually good reason.
“How about you? You ever see anything?”
Wrapping a meaty paw around the honey jar, Dern paused. Tapped the bottom of it on the table. Lifted his chin. Focused on the wall above Drake’s head.
“Not really,” he said. “We were pretty remote, way up on the ridge. We were close to town as far as mileage, but it was pretty removed.
“Every now and again we’d see headlights. Nothing too unusual though.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
Archaic.
Outdated.
Unnecessary.
The adjectives ran through Paul Taggert’s mind as he stepped out of his car. Felt an icy wind blow down off the Divide. Push his jacket open.
Run a chill over his skin.
The visit felt absurd. Just one more thing designed to trip him up. Slow down his day.
Pausing a moment in front of the cruiser he waited for Foye to come to a stop beside him. Allowed his body to adjust to the new temperature.
Continued chewing on the corner of his moustache.
In his time as an officer and now a detective, he was familiar with death. He had seen enough bodies, attended enough funerals, to have developed a thick skin to it.
For as many clichés as existed, they were all pretty much true. Dying was a fact of life. Pretty much the only one.
None of that made him any more comfortable with it. Made him want to visit the Silver Bow County morgue any more than was absolutely necessary.
“You think they’ve got it?” Foye asked. Voice almost brimming with hope.
“They better,” Taggert muttered. “If they called us back down here just to tell us it’s going to be another day, I’m going to be pissed.”
“Remind me why they can’t just share information over the phone?” Foye asked.
It was the same question Taggert had been asking himself since getting the call. Certainly the entire drive over.
“Exactly.”
Pushing forward across the front sidewalk, Taggert passed through the outer door. Slowed just a second to let the unnatural heat pass over his skin.
Moved on into the main office.
On the opposite side of the counter was Peggy, her lunch spread on the desk in front of her. Something from a pastel colored wrapper. The smell of salt in the air.
She looked up as they entered. Covered her mouth. Acted like a child that had been caught doing something wrong.
“Sorry,” she mumbled. Kept her hand in place over her mouth. “Dr. Perry is in his office. Go right on back.”
Taggert nodded at her. Circled around the counter and on towards the back.
Forced a half smile as he passed her desk.
“Cheat day,” she managed. Looked down at the spread of fast food before her. Didn’t bother to look back up.
Again Taggert nodded as if he understood. Said nothing.
Truth was he hadn’t touched the stuff in a decade. Had nothing to do with health concerns. Once while first starting out he had investigated an accusation of tampering with the food at the local Burger World.
Had gotten an up close view of what really went on behind the counters.
Never again.
Leaving Peggy to her lunch, Taggert passed through the door cleaving the building in half. Let his hand linger just a moment to keep it open for Foye.
Found Perry seated at his desk, a half-eaten salad before him. Bottle of water placed off to the side. He looked up from the book he was reading as Taggert knocked on the door frame. Slid the glasses from the end of his nose.
“Detectives,” he said. Half stood. Extended a hand to the chairs opposite him. “Please, come in.”
The room was no more than ten feet in length. Half that in width. Heavy bookcases lined either wall. Brown banker’s boxes with names stenciled on the side were stacked throughout most of the remaining space.
Two chairs sat opposite the desk, one empty, the other with a file box sitting open.
“Just go ahead and put that on the floor,” Perry said. Motioned towards the second chair. “Sorry, I forgot about Detective Foye.”
While obviously not meant to be degrading, Taggert couldn’t help but smile.
“No problem,” Foye grunted. Dropped the box to the ground.
Made no attempt to pick up the lid as it skittered away.
Taggert watched it go, a bit of annoyance rising within, before lifting his attention to Perry. “Were you able to hear back?”
“Yes,” Perry said. Raised a finger upward. Shifted in his seat to grab a file from the corner of his desk. “The national registry called back today and confirmed the equipment was implanted in Wesley Koenig in 2002. 
“Top of the line stuff back then, surgery performed in Seattle.”
The information was already exactly what Taggert expected to hear, though that didn’t stop him from feeling a tiny jab of elation. Now that the name was certain, things could begin to move forward.
Perry looked the file over once more before turning it right side up and extending it to Taggert.
“Now that identity is confirmed, I can release this to you.” He pushed the salad away a couple of inches. Laced his fingers atop the desk. “Official time of death I’m putting at one a.m. Monday night. That is just a rough approximation though.”
“Given the state of the remains,” Taggert said. Opened the file and leafed through. 
Flipped past the post mortem photos as quickly as he could.
“Yes,” Perry said. “Official cause of death-“
“Fire,” Foye inserted. Earned an angry stare from Taggert.
“Actually, no,” Perry said. “Not even smoke inhalation, as one would expect.”
“No?” Taggert asked. Looked up from the file. 
Perry paused. Drew in a quick breath. “Asphyxiation. The state of Mr. Koenig’s lungs were such that it appeared as if they had been flash fried and he suffocated to death.”
The information registered with Taggert, though it did little to fit in with everything else he had thus far uncovered.
“Meaning that something was in the air,” Perry said, “that vaporized his lungs on contact.”
Just thinking about it brought a grimace to Taggert’s face.
“Quite right,” the doctor agreed. “Turned the tissue to rice paper. I imagine it was a horrible way to go, choking on his own disintegrated organs.”
The explanation did nothing to alleviate the look on Taggert’s face.
“What would cause something like that?”
“I don’t know,” Perry confessed. Spread his hands out wide. “First time I’d ever seen it for sure.”
“Hmm,” Taggert said. Went back to the file. Reached the last page and slammed it shut.
While gruesome, the trip had served to fulfill two very distinctive points of emphasis.
The first was that the body did in fact belong to Wes Koenig.
The second, perhaps even more importantly, was that Koenig was alive at the time of the fire.
“Anything else?” Taggert asked. Hoped within that he’d already endured the worst of it.
“Nothing medically,” Perry said. Shook his head. “Just that I sincerely hope you catch whoever did this.
“I can’t think of a single worse way to die than what Wes Koenig went through.” 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
Friday.
Late in the day.
Far and away the least favorite time of the week for Dale Garvey.
With a staff comprised largely of college students and volunteers, precious few actually showed up on Fridays. Even fewer stuck around after noon. By three o’clock the place was almost always desolate.
It was in a similar manner that he and Megan had first gotten together. 
She had been on the staff for just over six months. Was still staying all day. Even began waiting for him to lock up.
It wasn’t quite the notorious frying pan to the head, but the signals were blatant enough.
His current romantic partner aside, there was precious little else of value to be said for Friday afternoons. The place was dead. Nothing was being accomplished. No change was being affected.
It only drove home the point that he was supposed to be in charge and nobody else. They were committed, but they still didn’t fully get it.
Maybe never would.
Seated behind his desk, Garvey pulled up The Montana Standard online. Scrolled through the lead articles.
Found what he was looking for as the third one down on the list.
Clicking to enlarge it, he read everything that the article said about the fire four nights before. About the finding of the body tucked away inside.
How no positive identification had been made on the remains.
Even without the added benefit of photographs, Garvey had no doubt in his mind who it would prove to be. He hadn’t known at the time that the old man was home, but he didn’t feel the least bit of remorse for it.
If nothing else, this accelerated his time frame. 
Should be enough to implement the change he was hoping for all along.
Reading to the end of the article, Garvey clicked to the link from Tuesday morning. Scrolled through the pictures of the house burning. Of the charred wreckage that remained the next day.
Felt the smile come to his lips without even realizing it.
“Whatcha looking at?” Megan asked. 
The smile froze in place as Garvey felt his heart rate spike, palpitations kicking up in his chest. Forced himself not to lash out as she leaned back in her chair across the room. Let her hair hang down behind her. 
Tried to scrutinize his features for some telltale sign.
“Naked women,” Garvey said. Clicked out of the browser. Matched her pose and leaned back in his seat. “Lots of them.”
“Yeah?” Megan asked. Allowed just the tiniest bit of a smile to form. “Me too. Yours any good?”
The smile changed from fixed to genuine on Garvey’s features. “National Geographic. If they were good enough for me in elementary school they’re good enough for me now.”
“Ha!” Megan laughed. Lowered her chair to the floor. “You about ready to head home? I think we’ve earned a little bit of down time, don’t you?”
Garvey folded his hands together and placed them atop his head. Stared at his girlfriend. 
It was moments like these that made him question why he had invested so much time in her. Now, more than ever, was the time to act. The enemy’s guard was down. They were vulnerable.
Never would there be a more perfect opportunity to move.
“Yeah, I guess we have,” Garvey said. Tasted the bitter words on his tongue. “Just let me finish up a couple of things right quick?”
“Sure,” Megan said. Smiled. “Just don’t get too excited staring at those pictures over there. I don’t want to disappoint you later.”
Garvey shook his head in mock exasperation. Didn’t bother to respond.
Instead he pulled the images from the fire back up. Clicked through them one last time.
Tried to imagine Wes Koenig trapped somewhere inside.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
Small.
Dirty.
Quiet.
The third reason was the only one the location had been chosen. There weren’t many options, given the situation. 
Drake had done the best with what he had.
Upon flying back, Sharon Stump had refused to even go to her own house. Said with everything that had happened she didn’t feel safe there. Whoever had done in Wes Koenig might also be lying in wait for her.
The reasoning sounded to Drake like some of the old man’s paranoia was starting to seep into his employee. 
He respected her wishes just the same. Said nothing.
Instead she was staying at the Mine Pit Motel, a relic that looked every bit the part that the name invoked. Had no more than three cars sitting in the parking lot. Lime green painted doors that opened directly to the outside. Two neon signs hanging in the window, one announcing vacancy available, the other stating the cost at $39.95 a night.
Upon pulling up Kade had deadpanned that the price might be thirty bucks too high.
Drake found himself unable to disagree.
The motel was arranged as one long single-story building. At the far end of it was the lobby, a square jutting out from the rest, framed entirely in glass.
Half of the space was used for the front desk. Had a couple of folding chairs and a derelict box television. An old man with more hair on his arms than his head sitting behind the counter watching it.
The other half was a room designated for the continental breakfast.
Two tables with peeling laminate tops. A microwave. A mini-fridge. Six more folding chairs.
Nothing else.
Stump had suggested the place for the meeting. Was waiting for them as they arrived. Had drug one of the chairs over to the window. Sat smoking a cigarette, a tendril of smoke rising above her head.
“Ms. Stump?” Drake asked. Stepped forward to shake her hand. Read her body language and thought better of it. 
Glanced over to the red plastic sign affixed to the wall forbidding smoking.
Thought better of saying anything about it as well.
“Sharon is fine,” she said. Used a voice that belied years of sucking on unfiltered cigarettes.
“Okay, Sharon,” Drake said. Pulled two chairs up next to the table. Kept enough space between them to stay just beyond the plume of smoke surrounding her.
“My name is Drake Bell, this is Kade Keuhl. Thank you for meeting with us.”
She sniffed at the comment. Said nothing.
For everything Wylie Dern had been, she served as a mirror opposite. Judging by the legs folded beneath the table she appeared to be close to six feet tall. Skin stretched tight over nothing but bone and sinew. Somewhere north of fifty years in age, her lack of body fat gave her face a hollow, gaunt appearance. A burst of grey hair stuck out in all directions from her head, a harsh contrast to her pale white visage.
“I understand you were in Philadelphia visiting your new grandchild,” Drake said. “Congratulations.”
It was already clear Stump had no interest in establishing rapport. Still, he needed to at least make the effort. Something told him she would be far from the only difficult witness he encountered in his career moving forward.
Again Stump said nothing. Crushed out her cigarette. Immediately went for another one.
“Ten minutes,” she said. Kept her gaze aimed out the window. “I was asked to fly back to answer questions. The minute were done here I’m going to the airport.”
Flicking his gaze to Kade, Drake raised his eyebrows. Moved his focus back to Stump. Decided to dive straight in.
“You worked for Mr. Koenig for ten years, is that right?” Drake asked.
A white funnel shot out from Stump’s face as she exhaled smoke. “Yeah. And what a joy it was, let me tell you.”
“How so?”
For the first time since they entered, Stump turned to face them.
“Man was an asshole, through and through. Only reason I kept the damn job was because he paid well and he was never here.”
The first part of her statement Drake had no use for. 
The second part was something he could certainly use.
“When you say he was never here...” he began. Let his voice trail away. Intended it to be vague, letting her take it where she may.
“Meaning he was never here,” Stump snapped. “He’d roll in every so often. No warning, no nothing, like he was checking on us. Just fly in in the middle of the night. Be sitting there waiting when we’d show up the next day.”
“How often was that?” Kade asked. Coughed once to clear the phlegm that had settled in his throat.
“Hell, I don’t know,” Stump said. Twisted her face into a scowl. “Too damned often.”
Again Drake glanced to Kade. There was much more he wanted to ask. Follow up questions to further flesh out what she was saying. Try to get a feel for the habits of Koenig.
For the time being though, he opted to let it go. If formal charges were brought he might have to bring her in and have a more thorough sit down.
As it were, he just needed the high points.
He wasn’t yet defending Tyce Riggins on the stand. He just needed to ensure it never got that far.
“We spoke to Wylie Dern this morning,” Drake said. “He informed us that Mr. Koenig didn’t have friends, wasn’t one for entertaining. Is that correct?”
Her attention still aimed out the window, Stump let out a smirk. Shoved smoke through her nostrils.
Turned to look at them.
“Let me put it this way,” she said. “This morning the man’s will was read. We worked for him for ten years and do you know what he left Wylie and me? Any one item from the property valued at fifty dollars or less.”
She paused and let the words sink in.
“Who the hell even thinks like that? Let alone puts it in his will?”
Without thinking, Drake felt his eyebrows rise up his forehead. His entire body rocked back an inch in surprise.
Thus far the universal sentiment was that Koenig was a jerk. For most people any ill will they carried was mitigated by a death. They tried to find a silver lining. Put on the rosy colored glasses out of respect for the deceased.
Not one such instance had arisen since the passing of Wes Koenig.
If anything, it had only exacerbated the animosity.
The only thing Drake could think of to explain it was the power imbalance he exercised over everyone around him. For years they had been unable to speak out, dependent on him for a livelihood.
Now that was gone and the truth was flowing free.
“If not friends, any enemies?” Kade asked.
“Ha!” Stump said. Rested her elbow on the table. Kept the cigarette just a few inches from her face. “You boys could talk to every person that old bastard ever knew and probably not hear one kind word.
“If you’re asking me who would have burned his house down with him in it, I don’t know. I’m sure there’s a list of people he’s screwed over the years that are happy he’s gone though.”
The sentiment fit with everything Drake already knew. Only managed to heighten the sinking feeling in his stomach.
A nice person would be simpler to delve into. With everybody around them spouting sunshine and honey, finding the outlier would be an easy proposition.
With someone like Koenig, the possibilities were almost endless.
“Did you ever see any confrontations?” Drake said. “Anybody show up at the house? Shouting matches on the phone?”
“Naw,” Stump said. Twisted her mouth to the side. “He didn’t respect us enough to ever talk to anybody while we were around. Hell, in ten years Wylie and his crew were the only people I saw outside of the weekly deliveries.”
Even for a home as removed as Koenig’s the information seemed odd. Pulled Drake’s brow together in thought.
“Really? In ten years, nobody else?”
Taking one last drag, Stump crushed out the smoke. Shoved the ash tray across the table. Rose to her feet.
“Maybe six weeks or so a guy came up to the front door and rang the bell. Scared the shit out of me. Up to that point I didn’t even realize the house had one.”
Drake stood to match her posture. Heard Kade’s chair scrape the floor as he did the same.
“Some young kid said he had a flat tire, asked to use the phone. That was it though. One time in ten years.”
It was clear from her tone that she was dismissing the incident, though Drake wasn’t so quick to write it off.
“Do you remember anything about him? Maybe saw the car or his license plate?”
A quick glance to the door made it clear she was ready to make her exit.
“No, never even thought about it. I let him in to make a call, sent him back on his way.”
She paused for a moment, recalling the memory. “The old man didn’t like for anybody to be in his house. If he’d have rolled in right then I’d have lost my job.”
The added words were meant as a sort of explanation for her action, though Drake pushed right past them. Focused on the timing of the entire thing.
“He had a flat tire? Way out on a ridge near you?”
“What he said.”
“And that didn’t strike you as odd?”
Lifting her gaze towards the ceiling, Stump pushed out a loud breath. Stirred up the cloud of smoke that seemed to hang about her.
“Look, it was just some kid. I didn’t think anything of it, but if you seem so hell bent on checking it out, give the security company a call. I’m sure they have the entire thing on video somewhere.”
Lowering her attention back to them, she started for the door.
“Now if you two will excuse me, I have a plane to catch.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
Busy.
Crowded.
Hectic.
The Silver Bow County courthouse was a veritable zoo. A mass of controlled chaos. A flow of people roving back and forth in ten minute segments.
Just watching the foot traffic move between the four courtrooms, out the front door and back again, made Taggert queasy.
Seeing Foye stand beside him in open awe of it made the feeling even worse.
“It always like this?” Foye asked. Rubbernecked a young woman in a too-short skirt and too-tight blouse.
“Does the local police usually stand around and ogle citizens?” Taggert asked. Made sure a flinty edge was in his voice. “No. Not usually.”
Being caught, Foye closed his hanging jaw. Glowed a bright red. Stared down at his feet.
Together the pair waited another three minutes before Merrill Poe swept out of Courtroom #1. Saw them standing off to the side. Gave no visible reaction to their unannounced appearance.
Instead he raised a hand. Extended two fingers and curled them back towards himself, motioning for them to follow. Turned and set off down the front stairwell, light pouring in from the bank of windows before them.
Pausing to allow an elderly couple to shuffle by, Taggert inserted himself into the throng of people moving through. Used the handrail to navigate the two flights of stairs rubbed smooth from years of use. Peeled away from the crowd and took a few quick steps to catch up with Poe.
Hands shoved into the front pockets of his pants, Poe looked over at him. Nodded in greeting.
Said nothing else as they approached a coffee kiosk. Asked the young man working for the usual. Exchanged two dollars for a tall cup of black with two creams and two sugars.
Once he was a few feet away and had taken a couple of long sips, he lowered the drink.
“Okay, so what have we got?” he asked. Completely ignored Foye. Kept his attention aimed at Taggert.
“Sorry to stop by like this,” Taggert said. “Your secretary said we had a better chance of speaking with you here than calling.”
Poe nodded in agreement. Took another drink.
“Last day of the month. They always load up the docket, try to get things cleared out. You should have been here a month ago for year end.”
The images of the crowded hallway upstairs flitted across Taggert’s mind.
He’d hate to see it any worse than it already was.
“So what’s up?” Poe repeated. Raised his hand and folded it towards his chest. Checked the time.
Let them know this needed to be quick without saying as much.
“We just spoke to Dr. Perry,” Taggert said. “He was able to get a confirmation on the pacemaker he pulled from the corpse. It is definitely Wes Koenig.”
Poe nodded. Face betrayed no surprise at all at the revelation.
“That’s what we were operating on the whole time isn’t it?”
“It was,” Taggert confirmed.
Lowering his attention to the coffee, Poe grabbed the thin red plastic stirring stick. Moved it in a slow circle.
“What does this mean for your investigation?” Poe asked.
The words surprised Taggert a small bit. Set him back an inch.
“What does this mean?” he asked. “Nothing. Like you said, it only confirms what we’ve been operating under all along.”
“No, what I said...” Poe began. Stopped before bothering to correct Taggert.
“Tell me, Detective,” Poe said. Looked up to focus on him. “Do you believe Tyce Riggins did this?”
Taggert felt his jaw drop a half inch. All saliva flee his mouth.
“I do. You don’t?”
“Doesn’t matter what I believe,” Poe said. “It matters what I can prove.”
Most of the air in Taggert’s lungs slid out as he stared at Poe.
“That Bell kid might be in over his head,” Poe said, “but he made a few good points yesterday. Right now the case we have is paper thin. Everything can be argued away as circumstantial.”
It was the second time in as many days that somebody had questioned Taggert’s ability to do his job. Clenching his jaw tight, he ground his rear molars together.
“We talked to both employees from the Koenig place. Both say the man never had anybody to the house, they never saw anything suspicious,” Taggert said. Kept his voice low.
Pushed the words out in a breathy cluster.
“Everybody made it clear the rumors we’ve all heard are true. He was an asshole, but nobody burns down a house because somebody hurt their feelings.”
He paused, waiting for some reaction from Poe.
There was none.
“The security cameras turned up nothing. Were motion activated and disabled within seconds, a single person dressed completely in black the only image. Everything covered but two thin eye slits.”
Again he stopped, allowing for a response.
“And you think the connection with the aunt and the failed real estate deal in Seattle is sufficient motive?” Poe asked. Seemed to be playing devil’s advocate. Gave no indication he was enjoying it.
Another angry sigh rolled from Taggert. He raised a hand to his head. Ran it back over his hair.
“In almost twenty years here, damn near every killing I’ve ever worked has been for one of two things. Passion or money. Now, the first one is obviously out. The man never married, didn’t have a lady, didn’t fool around. That leaves money.”
Poe mulled the reasoning a moment. Tilted his head from side to side as he thought on it.
“She wasn’t the only person to lose money in that deal.”
“No, but she was the only one with any ties to Butte,” Taggert countered.
“Nor was it likely to be the only sideways dealing he had over the years,” Poe added.
A long sigh was pushed through Taggert’s nose. “Again though, with ties to Butte?”
At this Poe seemed to raise his eyebrows in concession. Said nothing.
“We saw the nephew driving away from the house that night,” Taggert said. Heard the hints of strain in his voice. “The arson report said that it was obvious gasoline was used as an accelerant. The man had multiple enormous jugs sitting in plain sight in the back of his truck.”
Taggert knew there were some gaps in the story. That he had omitted the part about the victim’s lungs being shredded.
He also knew no investigation was ever completely airtight. Especially not one in which the victim was someone as reclusive as Wes Koenig.
There were just too many possible variables to ever nail down everything.
After a long moment, Poe again raised his wrist. Checked the time.
“Okay,” he said. Turned and tossed the coffee into the trash. “Can you be back here at five?”
“Sure,” Taggert said. Felt his chest swell a bit with the realization that his argument had won. “What happens at five?”
A sly smile crawled across Poe’s face. He reached out and patted Taggert on the arm.
“We call the local press and announce to everybody we’ve found Wes Koenig’s killer.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
Dog years.
One-seventh the length of a human year.
Tyce Riggins seemed to be aging in them as he sat across the table from Drake and Kade. Clutched his wife’s hands. 
Looked as if he might burst into tears at any moment. Like it hadn’t been long since he’d done just that.
Seated in the center of the table, his hands were cuffed before him. His cheeks were red and blotchy. A spider web pattern of veins permeated his eyes. His hair was greasy, matted to his head.
By his side sat Kara, her body pressed tight against him. Her cheeks too were red. Her stomach seemed to have grown a few inches in a matter of days.
Just being in the room, Drake could feel the tension of the place. It seemed to roll off of the Rigginses, seeping from the painted concrete walls around them.
If ever in the same position as Tyce he would like to think he could handle it.
Wouldn’t be surprised if his reaction was exactly the same as the man across from him.
“So here’s where we’re at,” Drake said. Pushed out a long breath. Glanced over his shoulder.
With Taggert and Foye both out of the office, Humboldt had gone back to trying to assert her dominance on the situation. Made it obvious she was dealing with a dose of attitude brought on being a woman in a male dominated profession.
Doubled it thanks to wearing a badge on her chest.
She had argued every last point of the visit with Drake just to prove she could. Had insisted the cuffs stay on, despite his not requesting their removal.
Had attempted to bar Kara and listen in herself the entire time.
After Drake reminded her that doing so violated attorney-client privilege and could get the entire case thrown out she had relented. Sulked. Made them stand and watch her stomp around.
Finally capitulated at being able to watch without the speakers on.
The glance over his shoulder was meant as a message for her. A reminder that the sound system had better be off. That he would crucify her later if it wasn’t.
“We talked to the prosecutor yesterday,” Drake said. “As of this time, the body found inside the home has not been identified.”
Both Tyce and Kara stared down at the table. Listened without saying a word.
Winced at his use of the word body.
“The damage in the fire was too great. They are tracking down the serial numbers from some medical equipment found inside and probably already have a name, but so far haven’t told us anything.”
Tyce’s eyes flicked up to Drake, but he remained silent.
“That’s not too terribly surprising right now,” Drake said. “Until they formally bring charges we’re not entitled to anything.”
“A fact they’ve made abundantly clear,” Kade interjected.
Drake nodded in agreement. “They said they were expecting to find out today though. Would hold off on bringing anything formal through at least the weekend.”
A small nod from Tyce was the only outward response.
“What do you think will happen then?” Tyce asked.
“By that point they will either have to charge you or bounce you,” Drake said. “Honestly they shouldn’t have been able to keep you this long, but the discovery of a body after the fact changed the rules. Murder or not though, no way they can hold you here beyond that.”
A veneer of moisture glossed Tyce’s eyes. Caught the overhead reflection of the lights. Hung there a long moment before he pressed them tight closed.
Single tears slid down either cheek.
“What happens if they charge me?”
The words were asked in a broken whisper. Volume so low Humboldt wouldn’t have been able to hear even if she was listening in.
“If they do,” Drake said, “you’ll be moved from here to Deer Lodge where you’ll await the trial process to start.”
A shudder passed through Kara. She began to sniff, followed by low sobs. Lowered her head to face her thighs. Raised a hand to her face.
“How long with that take?” Tyce asked. Added fresh tears to the lines already glistening on his cheeks.
“Just depends,” Drake said. “There’s no way of knowing how fast they’ll push it through, or even what the charges will be. I’d hate to speculate at this point.”
He didn’t bother adding that the best possible scenario would be to ensure things didn’t come to that. All four people in the room were already aware of it. Were cued in to the fact that that’s why they were seated around the table.
“What do you think the charges will be?” Tyce asked.
Again Drake looked back over his shoulder. Saw only his own reflection in the one-way glass. Had no doubt Humboldt was standing behind it with her arms folded, a frown in place.
“What do I think they’ll try to bring or what do I think has a prayer in hell at sticking?” Drake asked. Allowed a bit of candor into his voice.
As much for his own sake as theirs.
“Both,” Tyce said. Shifted his attention back down at the polished table top between them.
“I think they’ll try,” Drake began. Paused for added emphasis. “To bring arson and murder. There’ll be a whole string of smaller things too – breaking and entering, criminal trespass, etc. – but those will be the big ones.
“In meeting with the prosecutor and the lead detective yesterday, I got the impression they would try to milk this for all it’s worth.”
Tyce glanced up to Drake. Looked a question at him.
Said nothing.
“Meaning media exposure,” Drake said. “Things like this don’t come along that often. One of the wealthiest people in the county is killed at home and they pin it on someone within twenty-four hours? That’s a PR bonanza.”
Drake could tell there were more questions Tyce wanted to ask. Let them go with only a nod of the head.
“But to go back to the other part of the question, I don’t see any of that sticking. Poe tried to make it look like he was doing us a solid by waiting, but the truth is I think he sent Taggert out to do some more digging.”
He glanced over to Kade. Got only a small nod of the head in return.
“We talked to Wylie Dern and Sharon Stump today. Neither one particularly cared for Koenig.”
Kade snorted beside him at the blatant understatement.
“Said there could be any of a number of people that he’s pissed off over the years. Neither one had much input on who would hate him enough to do something like this though.”
Again the same thoughts from earlier reared up. 
Most victims would be much easier to work with. They would have a short list of people that would want to see them harmed. Would practically provide a blueprint for how to ferret them out.
Wes Koenig had already proven himself not to be most people.
For a moment Drake considered offering up what Stump had disclosed at the end of their meeting. Decided against it.
Didn’t want to instill any false hope just yet.
“I’ve put in a call to your Aunt Mildred,” Drake said. “I’m still waiting to hear back though.”
Tyce nodded. Shifted his head an inch to the side.
“Honey, when we leave here call my mom. Tell her to call her sister and light a fire.”
Kara nodded at the directive. Pulled a hand up to her face. Wiped her cheeks dry.
“Sorry,” Tyce said. “I should have seen that one coming. No way a Montana woman calls back an attorney like that without good reason.”
“I said I was representing you in an urgent affair,” Drake replied.
“Wouldn’t matter,” Tyce said. Shook his head. “She probably got as far as your name and deleted it. Just the way folks from Butte are.”
Drake nodded as if he understood. 
Said nothing.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
Nervous.
Sweating.
Shifting from one foot to the other.
Despite the frigid air passing through the front door beside him, Paul Taggert couldn’t keep his body temperature down. Couldn’t stop his heart from hammering. The moisture from saturating the lower back of his undershirt. 
From underlying his moustache.
“Take off your hat,” Taggert snapped. Watched as Foye removed his stained tan Stetson from his head. Held it in his hand a moment, unsure where to put it.
Looking at the young man a moment, Taggert shook his head. Cursed under his breath.
“Jesus, do you ever comb your hair? Put it back on.”
A rosy pallor covered the young man’s face as he mashed it back into place. Hid beneath the brim of it.
Raising his own hands to his scalp, Taggert ran his fingers to the side through it. Felt the thinning hair lie perfectly the way it had been trained to.
Smoothed his moustache. Fought the urge to gnaw on the corner of it.
“You guys ready?” Poe asked. Approached from the backside of the building. Walked past the coffee kiosk standing empty. A string of offices with the lights blinked out for the night.
Beside him walked Waylon Sharp, wearing his dress uniform.
Casting a glance at himself and Foye, Taggert felt his stomach churn. Saw the two men they were to be standing beside come closer in their sharp attire.
“I didn’t know this was a formal occasion,” Taggert said. Stood to the side as the two men approached. As Poe looked out through the front windows at the handful of local media milling on the steps outside.
“It’s not,” Poe said. “I just wanted to get the whole team together before we went out there. Present a united front for the good folks of Butte.”
A cocksure smile crossed his face as he twisted at the waist. Looked back at the others behind him.
It was abundantly clear he was about to put on a show.
Using the same move he had earlier that afternoon he raised his wrist. Checked the time.
“Shall we?”
Without waiting for a response he pushed out through the front door. Allowed a blast of arctic air to pass into the building. The cool breeze felt good on Taggert’s skin. Calmed his nerves a tiny bit as he followed in order behind Poe. Took up a post on one shoulder. In his periphery saw Sharp take up the opposite one.
Couldn’t see Foye anywhere. Hoped it remained that way.
It was the first press conference he had ever been a part of. In his mind he had envisioned a wooden podium, a bank of microphones with various network affiliations stenciled on the side.
Instead it was nothing more than a loose gaggle of folks broke into two distinct chunks. On the front end were the on-site reporters. Mostly women. A handful of men. All dressed in business casual attire or better. All wearing far too much makeup.
A few feet back from them were the support personnel. Drivers. Interns. Cameramen. Dressed for the weather, to the person each one wore jeans. Boots. Canvas jackets. Fleece pullovers.
The two groups all stood staring back at the men standing on the top step of the courthouse. None looked especially enthused to be there.
“Good afternoon,” Poe opened. Used the voice Taggert had only ever heard him apply in courtroom situations.
At the sound of his voice, three cameras were raised to shoulders. Red lights blinked on, indicating they were rolling.
The only sound was the wind pushing down from the Divide.
“Thank you all so much for being here on short notice and for respecting our request for privacy earlier in the week. I assure you, it was well warranted.”
Feeling his brow come inward a bit, Taggert made himself remain staring straight forward. Realized the reason for the relatively small crowd and their lack of anxiousness was due to not yet knowing what they were about to hear.
One corner of his mouth pulled upward in a smile.
At least Poe had the decency to share the moment with all of them.
“As you all know,” Poe said. Raised a hand like a conductor before an orchestra. “Four nights ago a heinous crime was committed. The home of Wes Koenig, one of the showplaces of the county, was destroyed in a fire. 
“As many of you also know and have already reported, that fire was not an unfortunate tragedy but rather the work of some heinous individual.”
There Poe stopped for a moment. Lowered his hand and looked at each of the cameras in turn. Put on his best soulful expression.
“Later, the maliciousness of that act grew even more pronounced when a body was found amongst the rubble.”
Several heads bobbed up and down. This too was already public information, though many of the interns scribbled it down as if gospel.
“Just this afternoon we received confirmation that the deceased was in fact Wes Koenig.”
Lowering his gaze for just a moment, Taggert watched the expressions on the front row of reporters. In order the women’s eyes grew large, one even going as far as to offer a quivering lip.
On either end the men pulled their expressions in tight. Shook their heads. Acted as if it was the most damnable news they had ever heard.
Show business at its finest.
“It is against that harrowing backdrop that I announce though,” Poe said. Paused. Twisted himself at the waist to look at both Taggert and Sharp. “Through the combined efforts of the Butte Fire Department, the Butte Police Department, and the Silver Bow County Prosecutor’s Office, we have already taken the man we believe to be responsible for these acts into custody.”
Energy rolled up off of the group, the reporters nudging closer, obvious they wanted to be the first to begin firing questions the moment it became an option.
Behind them the production crews practically jumped up and down. Took notes. Jockeyed for better camera angles.
Through it, Taggert bit down on the insides of his cheeks. Clenched his hands together in front of him. Made sure there was no obvious sign of surprise.
Hoped Foye was doing the same behind him.
His understanding was that no mention of a suspect was going to be made until Monday. That was what had been promised to Drake Bell the day before. Not that Taggert would lose a great deal of sleep worrying about the feelings of the little bastard. This might even go a long way to make him eat his insinuation.
“Right now we are not at liberty to release the name of the suspect,” Poe said, “but on Monday the prosecutor’s office has every intention of going after this individual to the full extent of the law.”
Again Poe paused. Allowed the press corps to creep forward a few more inches. 
“Now, any questions?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
Elation. 
Overwhelming joy.
Unbridled happiness.
Every positive emotion that a person could feel simultaneously pulsated through Dale Garvey. Pushed his heartbeat higher. Brought a sheen of sweat to his skin. Mixed with the scent of Megan still lingering there.
Drove his senses even higher.
Perched on the edge of the couch, Garvey inched forward as far as he could. Goosed the television volume up as much as he dared. 
Leaned in to hear every word.
On screen was a man with half a head of dark hair streaked with grey. He wore an expensive suit and was flanked by a short bald guy in a uniform and a tall redneck Garvey couldn’t quite figure out.
Every so often a flunky in a cowboy hat skittered by in the background.
The backs of a few heads could be seen in the foreground, everybody crowding close to hear what the man had to say.
Just looking at him, Garvey felt an instant dislike. His suit was drastically overdone for Montana, especially Butte. His mannerisms were completely over the top.
None of those things mattered though.
Did even a lit bit to dampen his spirits.
The message the man was delivering was just too good to be derailed.
“Through the combined efforts of the Butte Fire Department, the Butte Police Department, and the Silver Bow Prosecutor’s Office” the man began. Spoke in a voice that relayed too much bravado. Made it very apparent how important he thought himself to be. 
“We have already taken the man we believe to be responsible for these acts into custody.”
At the sound of those words Garvey clenched his hands together tightly. Pounded them both against the exposed skin of his thighs. Jumped into the air and pumped his fist. 
Let out a whoop that echoed throughout the house.
It was a beautiful ending to a perfect week. What had started as nothing more than a warning, a wanton destruction of some property to make a point, had turned into so much more.
The evil bastard that had been the bane of his existence for so long was gone. Killed in the most horrible, excruciating way possible.
The kind of death a man like him deserved.
If things had ended there, if somehow the police had traced things back, had showed up on Garvey’s doorstep with handcuffs, he would have accepted his fate. 
Would have used the platform to further his cause.
Would have been willing to go out a martyr for what he believed in.
Now, things looked even brighter. They had a man in custody. Had determined enough evidence existed to bring him in. To go on television and announce to the world as much.
From the bathroom, the sound of the shower curtain sliding across its metal support pole rang out. The hum of running water grew louder.
“What’s going on in there, Honey?”
Megan’s voice brought Garvey to a pause. He stopped where he stood and looked down at himself. Realized he was wearing only his boxer shorts and a smile. That his body was trembling. Sweat was beaded up on his skin.
There was no way he could let Megan see the news. It was only through sheer luck that he had been able to keep her in check so far. If she were to find out another person was being held for what they did, there was no doubt it would be too much. She would insist on turning themselves in. On calling the police and confessing everything.
No way could that happen.
Everything had played out over the last week for a reason. The forces that be had conspired to keep him safe and free, fighting for those that couldn’t.
Protecting that which needed to be preserved.
Using the remote, Garvey turned the television off. Walked into the bathroom. Swung the door shut and pushed his boxers to the floor.
Megan let out a small squeal as he stepped in behind her. Raised his hands to her scalp. Helped her lather the shampoo through her dark hair.
Goose pimples stood out on his skin as stray shafts of water hit him. 
“Hey there,” Megan said. Wiped a few suds from her forehead. Looked up at him, smiling.
“Hey yourself,” Garvey said. Matched the look.
“What was all that yelling I heard?” she asked.
“Just watching the scores,” Garvey lied. Slid his hands to her waist. Let his fingertips dance over her wet skin. “The Spurs won again.”
“Nice,” Megan said. Stepped a few inches closer. Stared up at him with an expression that said he could have told her the Baltimore Colts won a baseball game and she wouldn’t have known the difference.
Wouldn’t have cared even if she did.
“So I was thinking,” Garvey said. Matched the small step forward, their torsos touching.
“Why don’t we get away for the weekend? I’d say we’ve accomplished enough this week, earned a little downtime, wouldn’t you?”
He echoed the very words she had used that afternoon. Knew she wouldn’t even recognize it.
Megan moved forward a bit more. Pressed her bare breasts against his ribs.
“Yeah? What did you have in mind?”
Garvey pushed back a little more. Let her feel him grow aroused against her. Knew she was unable to ever say no when he got that way.
“I was thinking maybe get out to the cabin. No phones, no internet, just you and me for a couple of days. What do you think?”
The question evoked another smile. A quick peck on the lips before Megan retreated back. Leaned over beneath the water cascading down from the showerhead. 
“I think give me two minutes to get this shampoo out of my hair and I’ll be ready to go.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
Third.
The first time the story ran Drake and Kade were on the road back from Butte.
The second time, Drake was outside walking Suzy Q. Waiting for her to get done marking her territory every fifteen feet. Stamping his boots on the salt-riddled sidewalks to keep his toes from going numb.
It was by a total fluke that he even happened to catch the third showing.
The delivery man from The Firetower had left just five minutes before. Deposited two large pizzas. Mushroom and extra sauce for Drake. Every meat the store carried for Ajax.
Both boxes were placed side by side on the coffee table in the living room. Drinks were gathered. Places on the couch were chosen.
A discussion on what they should watch was just under way as the third round of news came on in the background. The lead story was the apprehension of a suspect in the murderous fire that had taken place in Butte earlier in the week.
Ajax was still in the middle of a lengthy diatribe about why they should watch The Warriors when Drake caught the image of Poe on the screen. Waved him off. Turned the volume up to twelve.
Felt his heartbeat race in his chest as he saw the prosecutor stand front and center. Deliver very little information. Act as if Wes Koenig was a close relative whose loss was affecting him greatly.
Flanking him were Waylon Sharp and Paul Taggert.
True to form, Sharp looked pissed, bored. Taggert seemed like he would rather be anywhere else in the world. Kept fighting the urge to chew on the corner of his moustache.
The entire snippet lasted no more than forty seconds.
When it was over the three men were replaced on screen by a blonde woman in a black-and-white checked jacket. On her hands were thick felt gloves, a microphone held just inches from her mouth.
“As you can see, I am standing here outside what remains of the Koenig home,” she said. Shifted to the side. Allowed the camera to pan the length of the wreckage as she walked along beside it.
The video had obviously been taken earlier in the day, the sun still visible behind her in the western sky. It cast a thin sideways light over the charred home, long shadows adding extra effect to the scene.
“Originally this was believed to be the work of an arsonist, but as you just heard Mr. Poe explain, it turned out this was a plot with a much more deadly end game.
“Thankfully for everyone here in Butte, the perpetrator is now safely behind bars.”
After the last word she stopped pacing. Turned back to face forward. Allowed the camera to frame her fully.
“For KGRZ news, I’m Teresa Shelburne.”
Just as fast the coverage moved on to the next topic, a water main break on the south end of town. 
Drake left the volume up and watched a few more minutes. Made sure there was nothing more of the story. 
Turned the entire television off.
“I thought you said they weren’t bringing charges until Monday?” Ajax said. Remained reclined in the opposite corner of the couch. Kept one arm outstretched along the back.
“They’re not,” Drake said. “That’s why they didn’t release a name. After charges are filed it becomes public record and they can splash it wherever they want.”
Inching closer towards the pizza boxes sitting on the table, Q dropped herself by his feet. Leaned her bulk against his calf. Looked up at him expectantly. Without shifting his gaze down to her, Drake reached out. Found the folds of skin gathered behind her ears. Massaged her neck, his mind racing.
It was true, they had held to their word in not bringing charges.
Conversely, they had basically announced to the world that their investigation was over. There would be no more digging into Koenig’s past. No more trying to determine who else might have done it.
An obvious, albeit tenuous, suspect had been dropped into their lap from the very beginning.
A frontrunner. 
That was good enough for them.
“Where you at?” Ajax asked. Leaned forward so Drake could see him in his periphery.
“Right now?” Drake asked. “Pissed. Those sons of bitches didn’t want to do their job so they grabbed the first person that seemed even quasi-viable and shoehorned him into what they needed.”
His left hand he kept on Q’s neck. The right he balled into a tight fist.
“In about three minutes?” Drake continued. “I’ll push that aside. Call Kara Riggins, try to talk her off a ledge. Get Kade over here and strategize the next couple days. Apparently we have until Monday to do the damn police department’s job for them.”
Ajax snorted. Let the movement rock his head back, hair swinging around his head.
“That’s always fun.”
“Yeah,” Drake said. Gave a bitter nod.
He was two and a half minutes into the three minutes of anger he had allowed himself when the phone rang. Flashed a phone number instead of a name.
“Shit, that’s probably Kara there,” Drake said. Picked up the phone and stood. Motioned towards the boxes sitting on the table.
“Go ahead and eat. Just toss her a couple crusts if you would.”
Ajax raised two fingers to his brow in a salute of understanding. 
Said nothing.
Stepping past Q, Drake circled out of the living room into his bedroom. Looked down at the phone vibrating in his hand. Expected to find a 406 area code staring back up at him.
Saw the call registered from 206 instead.
“Drake Bell.”
“Um, yeah,” a woman said. Older. Irritated. Sounded as if she was already a few martinis into her Friday night.
“This is Millie Hubble. I got a snippy message from my sister a little while ago that said I should give you a call.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
Surprised.
Stunned.
Shocked, even.
Drake had not expected the Riggins family phone tree to work so fast. No more than three hours had passed since his meeting with Tyce.
For Kara to have called her mother-in-law already was prompt. For the mother-in-law to have called and laid into her sister was impressive.
For that sister to already be calling Drake was nothing short of a miracle.
“Yes!” Drake said. Spat out the word with more vigor than intended. Made no apology for it. “Thank you for getting back to me. Trust me, this wouldn’t be happening if it wasn’t terribly important.”
Despite his words, the aura of extreme boredom still seemed to emanate through the line to him.
“Yeah, that’s what Janie said.”
Snatching up his bag from the floor beside the bed, Drake extracted his note pad. Flipped to his transcriptions from his most recent conversation at the jail.
There, in blue ink, was Tyce’s mother’s name.
Jane Riggins.
How the parents came up with Mildred for their other daughter was a question Drake didn’t dare vocalize.
“How much of what’s going on did your sister fill you in on?” Drake asked.
In the background he heard the tinkling of ice into a glass. Waited while the woman took a long drink of something. Smacked her lips.
“She said something about Tyce being thrown in jail,” Millie said. Thorough disinterest. “They probably told you we’re not exactly close. Gotta admit I didn’t see that one coming though. He always seemed like a pretty good kid.”
“He still is,” Drake said. Realized the response sounded sharper than intended. “That’s actually why I asked to speak with you. It seems his relation to you is a big part of why he’s being held right now.”
“To me?” she asked. Seemed genuinely surprised. “What the hell for?”
Drake ran through the entire story for her quickly. Started with the fire, pushed through the traffic camera and the gas cans in his truck. Saved the punch line for last, dropping the name of Wes Koenig at the very end. Hoped it would bring about the proverbial a-ha moment for her. Open up some story that would change the complexion of everything. Exonerate his client completely.
Instead she gave the worst possible explanation she could have.
“So?”
Feeling his insides seize, Drake sat down on the edge of the bed. Leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. Ran a hand back over his scalp.
“Eleven years ago Wes Koenig bought up a huge chunk of bottomlands along Lake Washington,” he said. “He fixed them up just enough to package the place as lakefront real estate. Turned around and sold them off at a premium.”
Silence fell over the line for a long moment.
“Okay?” Millie asked. Still not interested. Still not certain where any of this was going.
Drake made a face, shook his head from side to side.
How a person could show so little concern for a relative in trouble was beyond him. How that same person could seem to not remember a deal that cost her millions of dollars was completely unfathomable.
“Among those who bought up large swaths of that land were you and your husband,” Drake said. Hoped each new word would trigger something within her.
“No, I got that,” Millie said. “I just don’t see what the big deal is.”
Drake’s eyes widened in surprise.
“The big deal is the prosecution is using that as motive for why they believe Tyce burned his house to the ground!”
Again Drake could tell he was yelling. That the combined effects of the press conference and the woman’s attitude had his adrenaline running high.
Still, at this point, apparently she needed to have the seriousness of the situation spelled out for her.
Silence again fell over the line, Drake waiting, hoping, that it had worked.
For the second time in as many minutes, Millie Hubble surprised him. Burst into laughter. Loud, uncontrollable cackles that at times rose to shrieks.
Remained that way for nearly a full minute.
When she was done she drew in several shorts breaths, the puffs of air almost whistling between her teeth.
“No shit?” she asked. Had the last traces of a chuckle present in her tone. “That’s what they’re using to pin this thing on Tyce?”
From where Drake sat, there was not one iota of humor in the situation.
Still, he kept his tone neutral.
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Oh my,” she wheezed. Took a loud gulp of something Drake suspected wasn’t water. Sat her glass down with a clatter.
“Son, do you have any idea who my husband is?”
The question seemed to come from far afield. Drake leaned back an inch, his eyebrows tracking higher on his head.
“Let’s pretend I don’t,” Drake said. Wanted her to start wherever she deemed necessary. To fill in all blanks she found pertinent.
In truth, he knew nothing more than her husband was named Gerald Hubble. That they lived quite comfortably. Were active in the investment market.
Something told him that was far from the complete picture.
“There is a small group of investors in the Pacific Northwest that control pretty much the entire real estate market,” Millie said. Had no small amount of arrogance in her voice as she did so.
“Wes Koenig was one of them. My husband still is.”
Drake nodded. Folded back his pad to a new page. Began taking notes anew.
“Okay.”
“A general understanding exists between them,” she said. “They may compete for the same ventures, but once one of them secures it, the others back away.”
The system reminded Drake of a quote he had heard long ago.
You never see piranhas eating each other.
“The so-called chunks of land that my husband and I lost millions on were contracted by one of our subsidiary companies. The guy in charge was new, didn’t know better, was instantly shown the door.”
The last sentence was made so flippantly Drake could almost see her waving a hand as she said it. At the same time he realized he hoped he never had to put her on the stand for anything.
An attitude like hers would not go over well in front of a crowd.
“Anyway, after the fact Gerry called Wes and explained what happened. We received a check in full for our trouble that day. I think he sold the land to some other schmuck before the week was up.”
At the last piece of information, Drake stopped writing. The entirety of his defense had just been dropped into his lap. No longer was there any sort of motive whatsoever.
All the prosecution had was a picture of a gas can.
“Did Tyce know this?” Drake asked.
“Honestly, it was such a non-event, I’m amazed anybody knew about it,” Millie said. “I would say how in the world the prosecution found it is beyond me, but I remember how Butte can be. Damn gossip mill never stops turning.”
Drake pondered the statement. Rolled it around in his mind. Tried to let it fit in with what he already knew.
“I’m guessing this settlement with Koenig was off the record, correct?”
“If you want to call it that,” Millie replied. “Like I said, we called, he wrote a check. That was all there was to it.”
Any bit of surprise within him melted away. Was replaced by newfound resolve. 
It was too late now to get Poe on the phone. After he had gone on television and declared to the world that they had everything nailed down just hours before, there was no way he could back off so soon anyway.
Instead, Drake had two days to find the real motivation behind the act.
To walk in on Monday morning and drop it in everybody’s lap. Stride back out with Tyce Riggins by his side.
“Ms. Hubble, I can’t thank you enough for this,” Drake said. “If I need you to give a statement the first of the week, would you be willing to do so?”
Again the voice of extreme boredom returned. “I suppose. Would there be any way I could do it from here?”
Drake wasn’t the least bit surprised by the question. Rolled his eyes. “Certainly. If it comes to it, I’ll drive to Seattle myself.”
“Well, I suppose that might be okay. Just avoid Tuesday if possible, those aren’t good for me.”
Drake rolled his eyes again. Thanked her for her time.
Hung up and walked into the living room. Found Ajax watching The Warriors. Already working on his third slice of pizza. Q curled up at his feet.
He paused as Drake entered, half-eaten slice a few inches from his face.
“How’s she doing?”
“Wasn’t Kara Riggins,” Drake said. Shook his head. 
Smiled just a tiny bit.
“It was Millie Hubble, Tyce’s aunt.”
At that Ajax made a face. Dropped the slice back into the box. Rubbed his hands together.
“Okay. Meaning?”
“Meaning the prosecution’s case just got blown to hell.”
A matching smile formed on Ajax’s face. 
“Hell yeah. That’s my boy.”
“Not over yet though,” Drake said. Shook his head. Allowed the smile to retreat. “I’d still feel a lot better if we can nail what the hell the actual motivation was before we go back over there.”
A moment of silence passed, Ajax thinking on it.
“Walk in and slam it on their desk,” he said. Added a wink. “Both literally and figuratively.”
“Yeah,” Drake said. Nodded. “Any chance I can hire you to help me do some digging?”
“No,” Ajax said. Shook his head for effect. “What do you need?”
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
Eight o’clock.
Breakfast time.
The scent of pancakes hung heavy in the house. Wafted from the kitchen where Drake was cooking. Filled the entire space around him.
Floated out into the living room. Through the bedrooms.
Was enough to drive Ajax crazy, his stomach growling as he worked. Enough to pull Q from her slumber. Get her to join them a good three hours before her usual waking hour.
All parties continued in virtual silence until a quarter past the hour. Had the early morning tranquility shattered by the front door opening. Heavy feet shuffling on the tile foyer. Jackets and boots rustling as they made their way down the front hallway.
Sage was the first to appear, her coat unzipped. Beneath it she wore grey sweats and a Montana Grizzlies sweatshirt. A knit cap on her head.
Looked to have been awake less than a half hour.
Behind her was Kade. Eyes and nostrils both red and puffy. Seemed to have been awake an even shorter amount of time.
“Good morning,” Sage greeted everyone. Shrugged out of her coat. Tossed it on the back of the couch. Bent at the waist and scratched Q behind the ears.
“Morning,” Kade mumbled behind her. Appeared to be faring no better with the head cold he was battling.
“Morning,” Drake said from the kitchen. Waved a rubber spatula at them. “Have a seat. Be just a couple more minutes.”
Sage stood. Walked into the kitchen. Stopped at the counter on the opposite side of the stovetop. Looked at Drake hard at work, the three towers of flapjacks by his side.
The saucepot of syrup and honey warming on the neighboring burner.
“Drake Bell’s World Famous Pancakes,” she said. Drew in a deep breath. “Usually this means—“
“That I want something,” Drake finished. Flipped two more over in front of him. “Yeah, I remember.”
He looked up at her and smiled. Pointed the corner of the spatula her direction. “I do listen, you know. And no, no strings attached. Been a long night for Ajax, fixing to be a long day for me and Kade.”
“Ah,” Sage said. Raised her chin in understanding. “So I just got invited along for the ride?”
“Yeah, something like that,” Drake said. Finished the last few on the griddle. Loaded them all onto a serving platter. Carried it to the kitchen table.
Poured the warmed syrup concoction into a gravy boat. Brought it over with a plate of fresh fruit.
Waited for the Keuhl’s to take their seats before settling down into his own.
“Ajax, you with us?” he asked.
Was promptly waved off, a flash of long fingers without so much as a glance in their direction.
“How long has he been at it?” Kade asked. Started to reach for pancakes. Thought better of it and used his fork.
“Most of the night,” Drake said. “We both broke for about four hours to sleep around two. Got back up and at it by six. Wasn’t until I texted you guys that either one of us thought to stop.”
Drake waited until Sage had filled her plate before going in for some of his own. Stacked them three high. Put a few strawberry and banana slices across the top.
Tore off a chunk of one and tossed it to Q. Doused the remainder of the pile in syrup.
“So where we at today?” Kade asked. Shoveled a heaping load into his mouth. Chewed loudly.
“Depends on what Ajax finds,” Drake said. Cut off a much smaller portion. “That call from Millie Hubble changed things last night. Time we recalibrated ourselves a bit.”
Kade nodded. Said nothing.
The night before Drake had called and filled him in. Everything from the press conference to the conversation with Hubble.
Like Drake, his anger had lingered a few moments before morphing into something more productive.
“You going to the prosecutor first thing?” Sage asked. Began with a single pancake. Put her syrup on the side and drug the flapjack through it.
“No,” Drake said. “Won’t do any good. Tyce is staying locked up until Monday, that’s why they had that damn conference when they did.”
“So then where are we going today?” Kade asked.
“Dillon,” Ajax said from his workstation set up across the room from them. Drew the attention of all three in his direction.
“Dillon?” Drake asked. Stared at Ajax’s profile illuminated by the computer screen. 
“Yup,” Ajax replied. Didn’t take his eyes off the screen.
Sage looked at Drake and Kade. Turned back to Ajax.
“What’s in Dillon?”
The question hung in the air a long moment, nobody responding. Just as fast Ajax snapped himself out of his trance. Pushed his chair back a few inches.
Stood and headed for the table.
“Not Dillon Dillon,” he explained. Pulled his chair out and slid down into it. Ran his hands over his face. “Bout five miles north of there. Turns out Wes Koenig owning a place in Butte wasn’t quite as random as it seemed.”
Ignoring the food, all three stared at him in rapt silence.
Dropping his hands into his lap, Ajax disregarded the gawking. Reached out and grabbed a pair of pancakes. Dumped syrup on them and went straight to work.
“As I’m sure surprises nobody, Wes Koenig was a businessman with a lot of varied interests. He made his first millions investing in the Pacific Northwest. Made untold more in various ventures all over the country.”
As Ajax spoke he continued to eat, pushing out information and swallowing while barely chewing.
“Owns some oil rigs in Louisiana. Shipping vessels in Florida. Even some timber interests over in Oregon.”
Already a vague idea was starting to form in the back of Drake’s mind. He pushed it aside, letting his friend get to it in his own time.
“For Butte, his interests were natural gas.”
He dropped the last words out there as a summation. There was no need for him to explain further, everybody at the table knowing almost instantly what he was referring to.
It was a debate that had held Montana captive for years. Showed no signs of slowing down any time soon.
“Fracking,” Drake whispered.
“Mhmm,” Ajax said. Nodded. Continued to chew. “Got a good sized well over there too from what I can tell.”
“Enough to be drawing some serious coal bed methane out,” Sage said.
“Enough to piss a lot of people off,” Kade added.
Leaning forward, Drake rested his elbows on the table. Digested the information.
“How has this not come up yet? How in the world with that going on fifty miles from Butte did nobody think that might be means for motive?”
He paused, continuing to ponder out loud.
Felt anger rise within him.
“Seriously? The man was running a fracking operation right down the road and the best they could come up with was a rumor mill land deal eleven years ago?”
Ajax finished off the pancakes on his plates. Immediately went for two more.
Tore one down the middle and tossed it over the table to Q, who caught it mid-air. Took it down in one bite, oversized tongue and jowls flapping loudly.
“Probably didn’t know about it,” Ajax said. “I’ll give props to whoever handles his business operations. They covered their tracks well.”
For a moment Drake considered going and getting his notepad. Decided against it. Knew Ajax would have already notated everything he needed on the computer.
“Meaning?” Drake asked.
“Meaning that it took me a couple of hours to find even a trace of it. Several more to sniff the thing out completely,” Ajax said. “And even then I think I stumbled backwards into it. Happened to hit on his holdings in Louisiana, which led me back to these.”
Drake nodded. Glanced to Kade and Sage, both who were slowly eating, their attention focused on the conversation.
“Shell corporations.”
“And more shell corporations,” Ajax said. Looked to Drake. Cocked one side of his mouth in a smile. “It’s a good thing you’ve got an online wizard on the payroll or you may never have found it.”
A handful of responses sprung to Drake’s mind. Ran the gamut from funny one-liners to genuine appreciation. All were pushed aside.
There was no need to voice any of them.
“Explains why Taggert and Poe haven’t fingered anybody else yet,” Kade said.
“True,” Drake conceded. “Coupled with they aren’t really looking at anybody else.”
“A horse race,” Sage said. Voice low, almost a whisper.
Drake nodded in agreement. 
Said nothing.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
No office.
No website.
Not even an active telephone number.
No matter how much digging Ajax did, there were but two pieces of hard data he could find for the drilling operation owned by Wes Koenig.
The first was a P.O. Box in Butte. The second was a set of coordinates for the mine itself.
That was all.
Once breakfast was completed and Drake showered and changed, he and Kade set off. Drove most of the way in silence. Made it to Butte in an hour and a half even. 
Turned off of U.S. 15 forty minutes later. Followed the directions on Drake’s phone to a seemingly misplaced exit. Drove past a boarded up restaurant. A gas station with a single car outside.
Two miles off the interstate made a left onto a dirt road. Watched all sunlight disappear as they drove through dense forest, tall pine trees rising on either side of them, their trunks barren.
“You don’t happen to have a weapon in here do you?” Kade asked. Leaned forward and glanced up at the trees blotting the sky from view.
The question drew a half smile from Drake. Matched the same thought he’d been having a moment before.
“I’ve got some tools in the back,” Drake said. “That count?”
“Not really,” Kade said. Leaned back in his seat. Shook his head a few inches to either side. “I guarantee where we’re headed, the tools they’ve got are bigger.”
Drake nodded. The thought hadn’t occurred to him, but it wasn’t wrong.
The dirt road cut straight back through the forest for nearly a quarter mile. Two parallel tracks pockmarked with the occasional pothole. Ground packed hard from heavy equipment with wide tires rolling over it.
The truck bounced over the frozen ground as it made its way forward. Rolled to a stop in front of a gate made of steel pipe and chain link fence. Swinging inward from either side, the gate was parted in the middle. A long chain with a heavy lock hung from one side. An opening just wide enough to accommodate the tire tracks spread before them.
The brakes squealed just a bit as Drake eased to a stop. Peered out through the front windshield.
Most of the tree cover had been cleared for a quarter mile square. A few stumps still stuck up at random intervals, though most had been removed.
From where they sat they could see a pair of grey modular units acting as field offices. A bevy of drilling equipment clumped up in a loose pattern beyond it.
A rig rising from the ground a hundred yards ahead.
Beside one of the buildings was a single automobile, a dented half-ton pickup a little smaller than the one they now sat in.
“What do you think?” Drake asked. Cast a glance over to Kade.
A long moment passed as Kade pushed out a breath.
Neither one of them had been certain what they might find when they set off that morning. Drake felt reasonably sure neither had expected this.
“Well, we’re here,” Kade finally said.
Nodding once in agreement, Drake eased his foot up off the brake. Allowed the truck to idle forward. Come to a stop behind the truck.
Put it in park and turned off the ignition.
A single light burned in the modular beside them. No shadows moved behind the blinds. 
No other signs of life at all.
“Well, we’re here,” Drake echoed. Pushed his door open, stepped outside.
Deep in the forest, the air felt ten degrees cooler than when they’d left. The smell of pine needles immediately filled his nostrils. Mixed with the unmistakable scents of axle grease and gas.
Drake’s footfalls landed silent on the ground as he circled around the truck. Walked up the three steps to the front door. Knocked twice, stepped down beside Kade and waited.
After two minutes with no response he stepped forward and knocked again. Heard the weak structure moan a bit as someone moved around inside.
A moment later watched the door fly open in a flurry. Had he been standing on the top step, he very well might have been sent tumbling backward.
Looking at the snarl on the man’s face before him, Drake guessed that was the idea.
“You won, dammit!” the man bellowed. Sent a stream of spittle out of his mouth. Off the end of his beard. “Now can’t you just get the hell out of here and leave me alone?”
The words caught Drake unawares, his mouth dropping open a half inch. He turned and glanced to Kade, felt his stomach tighten.
The man began to retreat, the door swinging closed, as Drake extended a hand.
“Whoa!” he yelled. Cautioned a move onto the bottom step. “I don’t know who you think we are, but I assure you we aren’t them.”
The men stopped the door’s closing. Made no effort to reemerge. Took a look at Drake’s truck sitting behind his own.
“Then who are you?”
“My name is Drake Bell, this is Kade Keuhl. We’re here about the death of Wes Koenig.”
The anger on the man’s face receded a bit. Was replaced by confusion.
“Who the hell is Wes Koenig?”
This time the confusion transferred to Drake’s features. “The man who owns this mine.”
The man stood rooted in place a long time. Looked from Drake to Kade. On past them to the trail leading up to the mine.
Sighed. Allowed his shoulders to slump from the effort.
Swung the door open a little further.
“Well I guess you better come inside. Sounds like we’ve both got some questions need answered.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty
Lee Bertram.
Site foreman for the operation.
Thick and bullish, he sat behind his desk. Wore a glower that seemed to be his natural expression. Kept his fingers laced over an ample midsection.
Auburn hair stuck out from beneath a grey ski cap. Extended down into a two inch beard. Matched the rust colored zip up hooded sweatshirt he wore over a grey Henley.
“I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” Bertram said, “but we’re owned by NoPac.”
Across from him Drake and Kade sat in black leather chairs that were beginning to crack and peel.
Drake nodded. “That’s one of the shell subsidiaries Koenig owned.”
Bertram made a disbelieving face. Said nothing.
“He had them all over the country,” Drake explained. “He had many different business ventures, was known as a bit of a prick. He set up different fronts for his various businesses to throw people off his scent. To give himself protection so one misstep wouldn’t submarine everything else he had going.”
Reaching up, Bertram jammed three fingers into his beard. Scratched with vigor.
“And you seem to think this place was a part of that?”
“Let me ask you this,” Drake countered. “I see you guys aren’t running today.”
“Obviously.”
“How long have you been down?” Drake asked. “Since, say, Tuesday?”
Bertram opened his mouth to respond. Narrowed his eyes. Paused.
“Wednesday.”
“Wes Koenig was killed Monday night,” Drake said. “Probably took a day for the information to pass through the network. For production to cease.”
Leaning back, Bertram swept the ski cap off his head. Revealed a thinning scalp, only a few wisps of hair still present.
“Christ.”
“Who did you think we were?” Kade asked. Voice still distorted by the congestion in his head.
Smashing the garment back into place, a nasty expression crossed over Bertram’s face. “More of those damn protestors. Only good thing about work stopping this week was I finally got some peace out here.”
The same feeling Drake had had eighteen hours before while speaking to Millie reared itself in the back of his mind. Took hold. Refused to be ignored.
“Protestors?” Drake asked.
“Yeah,” Bertram replied. Let it be known the word tasted sour on his tongue. “Damn enviro-hippies out here all the time with their signs and their chanting and stuff. Enough to drive a man crazy.”
Drake had once read an account from a former detective. The guy had said in most solved cases there was one particular moment that sent everything hurtling forward.
Something he referred to as the Big Bang Clue.
Sitting inside the modular, Drake couldn’t help but think he had just been handed his second such finding in as many days.
Drawing out his notepad, Drake flipped to a new page. Clicked on the end of his ink pen.
“Please explain. Leave nothing out.”
Seeing the notepad out seemed to bring a sense of unease over Bertram. He stared at it a long moment. Glanced between Drake and Kade.
“Not a whole lot to explain. About a week after we began drilling here they started showing up.”
“When was that?” Drake asked.
Raising his face to the ceiling, Bertram said, “Must have been, oh, early September. We had to be sure to get our hole bored out before the top layer started freezing.”
“Right,” Drake said. Took down every word he heard. “How did they find out about the place?”
“No clue,” Bertram said. “Just, one day I showed up and they were here, swarming the damn place like ants. After that we put up the fence to keep them from messing with anything. Didn’t do much to stop them from annoying the piss out of us though.”
“They destroyed equipment?” Kade asked.
Bertram shook his head. “I wouldn’t say destroy. That would have been too obvious, made them liable.
“Over the next week though, a lot of things turned up faulty. Cost us a lot of time and money.”
Head down, Drake continued to take notes.
It was not the first time he had heard such stories. Environmentalists were just as attached to places like Montana as outdoorsmen. Neither side thought what the other did was right. Neither was about to back down on their beliefs.
Still, if what Bertram was telling him was true, it went a long way to clearing Tyce Riggins.
If a group of people were willing to sabotage equipment, it wasn’t too much of a stretch to imagine them setting a fire to somebody’s home.
“These all individuals?” Drake asked. “Just clumps of concerned citizens?”
“That I don’t know,” Bertram said. “Seemed far too organized to be random, but it’s not like I stopped and had conversations with them.”
Drake nodded. Continued writing. When he was done he looked up, considered how to phrase his next question.
The answer to it could very well provide the information Taggert and Poe would no doubt demand before considering relenting on his client.
“What is it about your dealings here that seems to have these people in such an uproar?”
A long moment passed as Bertram stared at them. Slowly his mouth began to curl upward. His stomach started to quiver. A deep booming laugh erupted from somewhere deep inside, shaking his entire person. Threatened to rattle the very structure they sat in.
Drake and Kade remained silent as he bandied on. Came to a stop almost a full minute later. When he was done he stared across at them. Rubbed his thumb and forefinger over his eyes.
“You’re not from around here, are you?” 
“No,” Drake admitted. Felt a bit of heat rush to his face.
“Then you’ve missed out on all the fuss for the last twenty years,” Bertram said. Paused. Looked over at some posters hanging on the wall.
“For years the environmentalists had the politician’s ears. Convinced them hydraulic drilling, or as you called it, fracking, was the bane of existence.”
He turned back to face forward.
“And I give them credit. They painted a doom and gloom story. Made it sound compelling. Got the powers to be to keep it out.”
“So what happened?” Drake asked.
“The economy tanked,” Bertram said. Delivered the information without the slightest inflection. “The pro-drilling side got hold of those same politicians. Started promising jobs. Revenue. Kickbacks. Wasn’t long and rigs like the one right outside here starting springing up.”
“Enough to earn some enmity right off the bat,” Drake said.
“Oh yeah,” Bertram said. Stabbed a finger in their direction. “It’s not like the two sides were ever friends, but that’s when they became open enemies.”
Drake knew he should be taking notes, but opted against it. He figured the information could be found somewhere online later if it was required.
At the moment, he needed to be in the present.
Needed Bertram to keep talking.
“So the reason they hate it so much?” Drake asked.
Turning in his chair, Bertram grabbed hold of a string that was once white. Had long since faded to yellow. Using it he pulled the blinds on the window behind his desk up.
Pointed to the drilling rig framed in the middle of it.
“The first thing we did when we got here was bore a shaft. Then we put up that rig, ran that water line you see there in from the Big Hole River.”
On the opposite side of the desk Drake stood to get a better view. Identified everything Bertram was pointing out.
“Okay.”
“The way fracking works is we mix that water with some chemicals, a few other things – sand, etc – and shoot it down into the hole we dug. Works basically like a power washer. Uses the sand and chemicals to strip away rock strata below. Opens up the channels for us to pull away the natural gas.”
As he spoke he motioned to a second set of lines rising from the rig. To the oversized holding containers and the silent tanker trucks sitting nearby.
“And the environmentalists don’t like you guys putting chemicals in the ground?” Drake asked. Lowered himself back into his seat.
“Not one bit,” Bertram said. Dropped the blinds back into place.
Made Drake and Kade both squint at the sudden loss of light in the room.
“The real funny part is they claim it destroys ground water. Contaminates things beyond repair.”
Already Drake knew what he was getting at. Wanted him to say it just the same.
Bertram didn’t disappoint.
“I mean, have you seen that mess up in Butte? Some reports say another ten years and the crap in the bottom of Berkeley Pit is going to seep into the groundwater anyway. Wipe the whole damn town off the map. 
“Why shouldn’t we go ahead and extract what gas we can in the meantime?”
Drake wasn’t sure if the question was rhetorical. Chose not to answer just in case.
“Anyway,” Bertram said. Let out a sigh. “If what you said about the old man is true, and based on everything around here this week it seems it is, I guess it won’t matter much now anyhow.”
“Sorry,” Drake said. “I’m sure a lot of people are out of work because of this.”
Pursing his lips together Bertram nodded in confirmation.
Said nothing.
Giving one last glance at his notes, Drake pushed out a breath. When they had set out hours before he wasn’t entirely certain how beneficial the trip would be.
If the time investment would be worth it.
Only one last piece could possibly make it any more rewarding than it had already proven.
“Mr. Bertram, I don’t suppose you have any cameras out here do you?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-One
Remote.
Disconnected.
Off the grid.
Dale Garvey had stumbled backwards into the place two years before. The previous director of the company had won a tiny parcel of land near the Beaverhead National Forest in a dispute settlement on behalf of the organization. Had used the victory as a stepping stone on to bigger things. 
Brought in Garvey to pick up where he left off. Continue fighting the good fight. Every other overwrought saying he could think to use at his farewell gathering.
Gifted with a chunk of pristine wilderness in central Montana, Garvey did what any avid outdoorsman would do - built himself a small retreat. Bucked the conventional trend and made it completely self-reliant. Ensured no footprint was left beyond the small structure itself.
Consisting of a single room, the entire cabin was fifteen feet square. Built from remainder wood pieces gleaned together, it stood just eight feet in height. Had a corrugate metal roof with a slight pitch. Rain collection barrels on either side to catch all runoff. 
The interior walls were bare two-by-fours. Gaps between them were filled with the brown paper backing of rolled insulation. Gray and black indoor/outdoor carpet lined the floors. An ancient cast iron stove in the corner served as the sole source of heat. Included a flat top and a pot for cooking.
The only other pieces of furniture in the place were a blow up mattress in the corner and a roughhewn table and benches. A half dozen candles were used for illumination.
Upon completion, Garvey had found the place perfect.
Only forty miles from town, it was close enough to be accessible. Far enough away to be completely removed from society. To never have to worry about unexpected guests.
Unwanted visitors.
The dense forest around provided him with everything he could need while he was there. Reminded him why he fought so hard every day for what he believed in.
Why he continued to try and indoctrinate people like Megan into his way of thinking.
Bits of gravel crunched beneath his boots as he crested the ridge overlooking the cabin. Saw the late afternoon sun blinking off the metal roof. Noticed the thin grey tendril of smoke rising from the corner of it.
Otherwise there wasn’t a single trace of humanity visible as far as he could see. Nothing but the Beaverhead Forest, sprawling for a hundred miles ahead.
Dark green forestation. Occasional splotches of rust brought on by pine rot and beetles. Dabs of rocky gray outcroppings. A silvery blue ribbon of water meandering through the middle of it.
Easily the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.
Standing high on the crest, he let his eyes close. Raised his face to the sky. Felt the cold air pull away any bit of perspiration the hike had caused.
“Damn,” Megan said. Stepped up beside him. “I thought for sure I’d have a signal up here.”
The comment shattered the moment for Garvey. Caused his eyes to snap open. Put a scowl on his face.
Looking to the side he saw her standing a few feet away, her phone extended at arm’s length overhead. Her face was twisted into a look of confusion, rotating in a circle as she tried to get reception.
“Put that damn thing away,” Garvey snapped. Let the full effect of his distaste for her action show in his voice.
“Why?” Megan asked. Oblivious. Continued to move about.
“Because that’s why we came down here,” Garvey said. “To get away from all that stuff.”
“I know,” Megan countered. Glanced over at him. “I just want to check my messages right quick.”
Garvey ran a hand over his face. Shook his head. Muttered obscenities to himself.
Moments like this were what made his work so maddening. For all the effort he had put in to molding her the last year, she was still prone to setbacks.
For every incident like Monday night, when he thought he had finally made her into a believer, there was a time like now. An instance where she displayed her total reliance on society, on electronic gadgetry.
“There is nothing in any message that can match this,” Garvey said. Motioned to the view below. “Nothing.”
The vitriol in his tone finally broke through to Megan. Caused her to lower the implement to her side. Slide it into her pocket and out of sight.
Her face to fall like a scolded child.
“I know,” she whispered. “I was just thinking about everything going on. Wanted to get an update.”
Deep in the pit of his stomach, Garvey felt anxiety and anger ignite in an angry twist. It began small, soon roiling upward. Choked his entire torso.
Made it hard to breathe.
“Everything going on?”
She chanced a glance over to him. Just as fast returned her gaze to the ground.
“Yeah, with the fire,” she said. “I texted a friend and asked her to keep an eye on it for me while we were gone. Just wanted to make sure there was nothing new.”
Apprehension spread through each of Garvey’s limbs. Numbed his entire being. Threatened to lift him from the ground. 
Toss him crashing into the trees below.
“You texted someone and asked them to keep an eye on things?”
The edge in his voice made it plain an error had been made.
The look on her face relayed that she now realized that in the fullest.
“Who?” Garvey said.
“Nobody,” Megan whispered.
Rage grew within Garvey. He took a step forward.
“Who?”
“Just forget it,” Megan said. Turned her shoulders a few inches away from him.
Garvey closed the gap between them in two quick steps. Snapped out a hand. Clamped down on her ulnar nerve just behind her elbow.
Heard her gasp in pain.
“Who?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Two
Two weeks.
Fourteen days.
Thankfully, that was all the further back the cameras at the mine site held on to recordings. After that they were erased to make room for new footage.
Any more than that, Drake would have gone mad. Felt reasonably certain Kade felt the same way.
Was absolutely positive Lee Bertram was in agreement.
For the first two hours of the hunt, the three had worked diligently in the cramped space. 
Bertram sat on one end of the unit in silence. Attended to paper work. Made the occasional phone call. Twice stepped out to check various readings around the mine.
On the other end Drake and Kade had pulled their chairs up in front of a tiny wooden end table. Worked on an ancient computer that served as the camera repository. Watched footage play by in black and white. Fast forwarded through most of the parts of inactivity.
Saved whatever else they found to Drake’s thumb drive.
By mid-afternoon, the space began to feel cramped. The tedious nature of being stooped over the machine grew wearisome. Kade’s incessant sniffling picked up intensity. 
Bertram’s movements become louder. More pointed.
By three o’clock it was fast apparent their time was up. Three days still remained to go through, but the moment had come when they had almost overstayed their welcome.
Asking to finish the remainder would surely push them into that territory.
Thanking the man for his time and assistance, Drake and Kade excused themselves just after the hour. Stopped on the outskirts of Butte for gas and candy bars.
Made it home right at five.
Went straight to Ajax’s workstation and began printing screenshots from the footage they found.
By seven o’clock a flurry of white paper covered most of the living room floor. Crinkled beneath Q’s feet as she walked about.
The smell of takeout Chinese food hung in the air.
“Alright, so what have we got here?” Kade asked. Leaned back on one end of the couch. Dropped his fork into a Styrofoam platter of moo shu pork on his lap.
“A mess,” Drake said. Leaned forward in the desk chair. Rested his elbows on his knees. Held his container of orange chicken in one hand. Shoveled it upward with the other.
“Right,” Kade agreed. “Besides that.”
Drake finished chewing. Grabbed at a napkin wadded up in his lap. Brushed it over his chin.
“These people are committed, I’ll give them that. They keep longer hours than the damn miners.”
“No kidding,” Kade said. Nodded. “Who the heck are they? And how do they have that much free time?”
“I don’t know,” Drake said. Shook his head. “Students? That never go to class?”
Kade considered the prospect. Gave a non-committal twist of his head. “Maybe. I mean, Western is right there in Dillon. Tech is up the road in Butte. UM or MSU seems too far to make that kind of drive every day.”
“Maybe this is their job,” Drake countered. “Don’t some of those environmental groups keep staff on hand? Part of their job description is to keep people motivated and participating?”
The door to Ajax’s bedroom opened on the opposite side of the living room. There was no light on inside as he shuffled out. Wore only a long pair of red gym shorts. Wool socks pulled to mid-calf.
Tugged on a blue Red Sox sweatshirt, his hair going everywhere as the neck passed over his head.
“Morning, Sunshine,” Kade said. Seemed to be enjoying the rough state of his friend.
“Morning,” Ajax muttered. If he noticed the jab in his direction, didn’t say anything about it.
“Rough day?”
“Just a nap,” Ajax said. Stopped a few feet outside his bedroom door. Surveyed the spread of paper around him. “Every time I think Montana can’t get any whiter...”
Drew laughs from both Drake and Kade.
“General Tso’s on the counter,” Drake said. Went back to eating.
“Egg rolls?” Ajax asked.
“And crab wantons,” Drake replied.
“Good man,” Ajax said. Turned and disappeared back into his bedroom, the light coming on behind him.
Kade watched him go, the smile on his face growing wider. “Should I even ask?”
Drake shrugged with one shoulder. Chewed an oversized bite of chicken and rice.
“He was up digging through financials for us most of the night.”
After seven years of living together, Drake barely even noticed the random hours anymore. The price of living with a technology savant.
“Okay,” Kade said. Raised his eyebrows in resignation. “So, the pictures.”
“I think we can probably go through these and determine who the regulars are and who comes and goes,” Drake said. “Already some of these faces are starting to look familiar.”
“Yeah,” Kade agreed. “Maybe a half dozen that seem to almost camp out there. Lot of others look like they’re on the twice-a-week schedule.”
“Right,” Drake agreed.
“And once we’ve done that?” Kade asked.
Drake sat back in his chair. Moved his food over to the desk beside him. Folded his arms over his chest and considered it.
Pictures alone would prove nothing. Bertram had said the people were a pain in the ass. Had insinuated they had sabotaged their equipment. Fully admitted he couldn’t prove a thing.
There had to be something more to it.
Snapping to his feet, Drake picked his way through the printouts. Went to his seat at the kitchen table. Opened his shoulder bag and rifled through it. Extracted his legal pad and began scrolling through his notes.
Halfway down found what he was looking for.
“Sharon Stump,” he whispered. Read to the end of the page. Raised it to make sure there was nothing more there.
Dropped the tablet on the table and looked at Kade.
“Sharon Stump?” Kade asked. “She said she’s been in Philly. You saw her in a picture?”
“No,” Drake said. Shook his head. “Remember she said that somebody had come to the front door claiming to have a flat tire?”
Kade didn’t respond immediately to the question. Instead rocked his head back a few inches in understanding.
“The security cameras. You heard back from them yet?”
“No,” Drake said. “The woman sounded a little huffy at first, reminded me she had already talked to the police and there was nothing usable from the night of the crime.”
Kade nodded. “They took out the cameras before torching the place.”
“Yeah,” Drake said. “Once I asked her to go back a ways though, she softened up. Seemed almost curious even. Said she’d look into it.”
“And you think if we can match somebody from there with somebody from the pictures...”
“Worth a shot,” Drake said. “I mean, what are the odds of somebody spending every day protesting a mine and then just happening to show up at the house of the guy that owns it fifty miles away?”
“Just weeks before he dies,” Kade finished.
Drake nodded. Remained standing in place, arms crossed, contemplating it.
Felt a realization hit him like a sledgehammer to the back of the head.
“From a gas fire,” he said aloud. Looked up to see the same understanding spreading across Kade’s features.
Snapping up his notes again, Drake flipped through the loose sheets. Found the half page of things he had jotted down after meeting with Sharp.
Began to read aloud.
“The house showed the presence of two distinct chemicals. The first was gasoline, used as an accelerant. The second was liquefied natural gas.”
A tiny twitch pulled at the corner of Kade’s mouth.
“How much you want to bet that’s some version of whatever they’re pumping out of that mine down there?”
“And that whoever’s been making life hell for them somehow found out Wes Koenig owned the place and decided to pay him a little visit?” Drake added.
Moving his plate to the coffee table, Kade rubbed his hands down the front of his jeans.
“So we figure out who’s been both places, we figure out who killed Wes Koenig.”
Drake nodded. “We figure out who killed Wes Koenig, we get Tyce Riggins out of jail.” 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Three
Sunday.
The Sabbath.
A day of rest.
The words brought a smirk to Drake’s face as he rose in the dark. Heard Q groan in protest as he extracted himself from bed. Pushed the comforter back over her.
Moving deftly in the semi-light of the house, he showered in just seven minutes. Dressed in roughly the same. 
Was out the door a quarter hour after waking. Saw the first stray shaft of sunlight pass through the Hellgate Canyon just north of their house as he climbed into his truck.
Had the interior already warm, the hardened condensation defrosted off the windshield, by the time a pair of headlights appeared at the end of the street. Grew steadily closer. Parked along the curb.
A moment later Kade slid in beside him. Blew warm air through his tented fingertips. 
Aside from Zoo Crew outings, it was the earliest Drake had seen him awake since their playing days ended. The dark half-moons under each eye and still wet hair showed he wasn’t the least bit happy about it.
Saying nothing, Drake put the truck in drive. Angled them toward the south end of town. For the second time in three days pulled up in front of Hal’s.
“How you want to handle this?” Drake asked. Parked a row back from the front door. Surveyed the cars already conglomerated about.
A few more than Friday morning. Far less than would arrive once the local churches let out.
“He’s not a witness,” Kade said. “Pretty straight shooter. He agreed to meet, so just ask whatever you want. If he knows, he’ll tell you.”
Drake nodded. Glanced down at the bag on the seat between them. At the list of questions he’d cobbled together after Kade texted him the night before and said the meeting was on.
“Thanks for setting this up.”
Kade dismissed the comment with a wave of his hand. Pushed open the passenger’s side door and climbed out. Slowed his pace just enough to let Drake catch up to him, both approaching the shop at the same time.
The crowd inside was heavier than two days before, most of the booths already taken. The same group of regulars occupied the majority of the front counter, only a couple glancing over as the bell on the door rang.
Just as fast they returned to their meals.
Seated along the side wall, a booth to himself, was an aging Native American man. He raised a hand as Drake and Kade stood inside the front door, curled it back towards himself for them to join.
Falling back a half step, Drake allowed Kade to arrive first. Extend a hand as the man rose from his seat.
“Sean,” Kade said. Clasped the man’s hand with both his own. “Thank you for meeting with us.”
“My pleasure,” the man replied. Smiled, a myriad of lines appearing on his skin. “Besides, somebody said the magic words.”
Kade laughed. Released his grip. Shifted to the side. 
“And this is the friend I mentioned to you, Drake Bell.”
“Oh, sure,” the man said. Shook Drake’s hand as well. 
Standing almost dead even in height with Drake, his long hair was twisted into braids on either side of his head. Once black, it was trending more towards silver. Dressed in khaki jeans and a red and blue flannel, a pile of extra winter gear rested on the seat in the booth.
“Sean Bear Don’t Walk. I remember watching you two play out there on Saturdays. Nice to finally meet you.”
Drake felt a bit of heat flush his cheeks. Same reaction that occurred every time somebody mentioned his playing days.
“Nice meeting you as well,” he replied. Glanced between them. “Magic words?”
“Free breakfast,” Kade said. Broke into a smile.
Was matched by Drake and Sean both.
“Absolutely,” Drake said. Turned to Sean. “If you can answer a few questions for us this morning, I’d be happy to.”
The old man motioned for all three to sit down. “I don’t know what I can answer, but I’ll be glad to give it a shot.”
The idea had come about the night before. Once the realization had been made about the connection with the two forms of gas used in the fire, much energy had been expended researching liquefied natural gas. To their chagrin, Wikipedia seemed to be the only source of any factual data. Beyond that was nothing more than a truckload of conjecture and heated rhetoric.
Getting nowhere, Kade had suggested that he knew a guy. It was someone his fire jumping unit often consulted with when dealing with gas fires in the wild.
To both their surprises, he had agreed to meet. Said he would be at Hal’s early in the morning if they wanted to come by.
Any qualms Kade had had with the hour were quickly pushed aside.
“So what can I do for you boys?” Sean asked. Rested his elbows on the table. Rubbed his wrinkled hands together.
Kade glanced to Drake, giving him the floor.
“Well, Kade here tells me you’re something of an expert on natural gas,” Drake opened. Used a conversational tone. Left his notepad in the bag beside him.
“Something of an expert,” Sean said. Snorted. “I’d say that’s pretty accurate.”
“Oh, no, I didn’t—“ Drake began, again flushing red.
“I know what you meant,” Sean said. Held up a hand to stop him. “And I laugh because that’s a pretty apt way of putting it. With all the new development out there these days, being something of an expert is about as close as a guy can get.”
Drake smiled. Nodded in agreement. Shifted his attention to the same waitress from two days before approaching.
“Three usuals for you gentlemen?”
Friday was the first time Drake had been to Hal’s in months. Never before had he seen Sean.
The woman’s memory was truly impressive.
All three nodded in the affirmative as she moved away.
A moment of silence fell as Drake collected his thoughts. “Okay, so here’s where we’re at,” he opened. 
Ran through the entire story with Sean. Started with the fire at Koenig’s. Followed through to the arson report. Finished with their discussion with Bertram the day before.
Relayed the entire thing while leaning in close. Keeping his voice lowered.
Never once spotted anybody trying to listen in.
When he was finished he leaned back a few inches. Allowed Sean to process it all, his face twisted up, his hands continuing to writhe.
“So you want to know about LNG?” he finally asked.
It took Drake a moment to place the acronym. LNG. Liquefied natural gas.
“Yes?” Drake said. “Or rather, I guess, we do if you think what we’re talking about is even feasible.”
Most of the research they had found suggested the material was near impossible to work with. It had to be purified through boiling, then super cooled. Kept at a sub-thermal temperature to keep it from evaporating into the atmosphere.
“Possible?” Sean said. Nodded his head. “Yes. Difficult? Extremely.”
He paused for a moment as the waitress unloaded two coffees and an iced tea. Moved off again without a word.
“LNG isn’t your regular garden variety substance,” Sean began. “This is the Cadillac of the natural gas world. You start with a whole bunch of whatever was pulled from the ground, then strip away all the water, carbon dioxide, hydrogen sulfide, any impurity at all.
“Think of it in terms of alcohol. You’ve heard of proof, right?”
Drake nodded in the affirmative.
“Okay, so the higher the proof the higher the purity,” Sean said. “Divide whatever the proof is by two and that’s the percent alcohol. Beer is around ten proof, five percent alcohol. Harder liquors go up from there.”
Again Drake nodded. “So what proof is LNG?”
“Two hundred,” Sean said. Paused a moment to let the information sink in.
Watched as Drake and Kade’s eyebrows both raised in unison.
“It is the purest form of gas that can be made. That’s why it’s so damn finicky to work with.”
Adding the information to what he’d read the night before, Drake fought to fit pieces together. To formulate his next question.
“So to go back to my original question,” Drake said. “Using it for fuel in a fire would be feasible...”
“But extremely difficult,” Sean said. “So impractical that based off the back story you gave me I’d guess somebody was trying to make a point more than anything.”
It was exactly the same sentiment Drake had been thinking a moment before. Basic gas, oil, diesel fuel, any of a number of flammable fossil fuels could be had with relative ease.
The only reason to go through something so difficult was to make a point.
“How would somebody even go about getting it there?” Drake asked.
A smirk rocked Sean back a couple of inches. “Like I said, very difficult. I’ve seen individual canisters designed for such small quantities, look like little more than oversized thermoses. 
“They are thermal insulated and completely temperature regulated.”
“But probably can’t be picked up at Wal-Mart,” Drake said.
“No,” Sean said. Raised a corner of his mouth in a smile. “In fact the only place I’ve ever seen them was in Alaska when I was working the pipeline for a spell. Never down here in the lower forty-eight.”
Like so many things in the preceding days, Drake wasn’t sure how the information fit with what he already knew.
Was certain it did somehow.
“Assuming someone had such a container,” Kade said. “Where would they fill it?”
“Well, simply put,” Sean said, “they wouldn’t.”
He looked at each of them in turn.
“I know we use the term gas for this product, but it isn’t gas the way we think of it. It is a colorless, odorless, tasteless vapor. A person couldn’t just go to the corner Exxon and top off a container.”
“So how would they get it?” Drake asked.
“Terminals,” Sean said. Took a drink of his coffee. Resumed wringing his hands before him. “There aren’t many in the world, most of them these days over in Qatar. There’s a few scattered around the globe – Australia, Russia – but like most oil, it’s concentrated in the Middle East.”
Drake nodded.
“And these terminals...?”
“Distribution points,” Sean said. Picked up where the question was going. “Only places with the facilities to safely hold and transfer LNG for transport. 
“Once it leaves there, it remains in lockdown until it is ready to be used.”
“Are there any terminals in America?” Kade asked.
Sean nodded, the entire top half of his body rocking up and down. “Alaska. A few others have been proposed on either coast, but every time it sends the environmentalists and politicians into conniption fits.”
A smile pulled at Drake’s features over the choice of words.
Just as fast it faded, his mind fitting together everything they’d just been told.
“So you’re telling us that our working theory is possible, but that it would have had to have come down from Alaska to get here?”
Sean nodded. Pressed his lips together in a tight line.
“And taken extreme care the entire way here to do so.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Four
Uncertainty.
Indecision.
Self-doubt passed through Drake’s mind. Seemed to be rolling off of Kade as well. Hung as heavy in the cabin of the truck as the scent of coffee and bacon.
“What do you make of that?” Kade asked. Kept his attention aimed forward. His voice low.
Drake waited a moment to respond. Wound the truck through the thin morning traffic. Lowered his visor in the face of the first real sunshine they had seen in days.
Outside a stiff breeze blew in from the canyon. Rocked the body of the truck on its chassis. Pushed bare tree limbs hanging down overhead. Shoved traffic lights to a forty-five degree angle on their lines.
“Well, he didn’t say it was impossible,” Drake said. 
“Just not very damn likely,” Kade finished. Trace of bitterness in his voice.
“But not impossible,” Drake whispered again.
There had to be something they weren’t putting together. The number of seemingly enormous pieces of information were piling up too high around them to mean nothing.
They just had to figure out the proper way to stack them.
“No damn wonder Taggert gave up on this thing so early,” Kade said. Shook his head.
Earned a nod from Drake.
“Okay, so what do we have left to lean on?” Drake asked. Turned off the main thoroughfare. Rounded into view of Kade’s truck sitting on the street.
“Not a lot,” Kade said. Again raised his hands and blew between his fingers. “We’ve got the pictures from the cameras at the site.”
Once more Drake nodded. Let his mind play over the information.
“And we’ve got the security company from Koenig’s.”
For the first time all morning, a tiny spark passed between them.
“Yeah,” Kade agreed. “Where we at with that?”
Drake glanced down to the clock on the dash. Saw that it was just now a few minutes after eight.
“Eight o’clock here puts it at nine in the Midwest,” he said. “Our contact should be in by now.”
“On a Sunday?”
“It’s a security company,” Drake said. “They have to be on all the time, just like last time I called.”
Turning into the driveway, Drake left the truck running. Turned the fan on the heater down. Allowed the low rumble of the engine to be the only sound as he set his phone to speaker.
“Good morning, Home Security Solutions,” a syrupy voice said over the line. Seemed to already be on her fifth cup of coffee of the morning.
“Joyce Summerall, please,” Drake said, his voice a complete opposite to the girl’s in every way.
The tone did nothing to diminish her level of excitement.
“Absolutely!” she said. “I’ll push you right through, and thank you so much for calling.”
Drake glanced over to Kade as elevator music came on the line. Saw his friend roll his eyes. 
Over the phone, an awful jazz rendition of New York, New York by Frank Sinatra filtered in. Sounded so offensive Drake reached out and lowered the volume on the phone.
“I thought this place was in the Midwest?” Kade asked.
“Kansas City,” Drake confirmed.
“Nice.”
The song made it through one and a half stanzas before being cut off. A harsh female voice interjected. Background noise fell away.
“Joyce Summerall.”
She sounded no more pleased to be disturbed than the first time Drake had called.
“Ms. Summerall, Drake Bell. We spoke before about a camera in Montana.”
A moment of silence passed, Summerall presumably trying to place the name.
“Oh, yeah. Right. How are you, Mr. Bell?”
Another glance between Drake and Kade. Another eye roll from Kade.
“Cold,” Drake said. Bypassed any pretense of the call being congenial. “I was just checking in about the conversation we had—“
“About a camera in Montana,” Summerall replied. “Yeah, I sent over the images to you this morning. You should have already gotten them.”
Sitting straight up in his seat, Drake leaned in close to the phone. Felt his pulse begin to surge through his temples.
“This morning? I’m sorry, I had a meeting and haven’t been able to check.”
“Yeah,” Summerall replied. Let it be known the entire thing was a pain in her backside. “Go check. If they’re not there, shoot me an email.”
The meaning of her last sentence was clear.
Do not call again.
“Thank you so much,” Drake said. Reached out and cut the call off before she had a chance to answer.
Killed the engine and was out onto the driveway within seconds. Heard a door slam and Kade’s footsteps slapping behind him.
They reached the front door at the same time. Passed down the hallway, both shedding jackets as they went.
Found Ajax sitting in his armchair eating cereal. Q sitting on the ground by his feet. Ridiculousness on the television before them.
“How’d it go?” Ajax asked. Stopped a spoonful of Golden Grahams halfway to his mouth. Held the bowl beneath it to catch dripping milk.
“We’re about to find out,” Drake said. Looped around the couch. Dropped into the desk chair and called the computer to life.
Feeling his heart rate climbing in his chest, Drake pulled up his school email account. 
Found the message from Summerall waiting there for him.
Opened the attachment it contained.
Drake was only vaguely aware of Kade standing behind him as he stared at the image. Gave the same amount of recognition to Ajax as he appeared on his opposite shoulder.
“Hot damn,” Kade whispered.
Drake nodded. Glanced to the stack of pictures spread out on the desk beside him. Back to the likeness stretched tall on the screen before them.
“You see that in the background too, right?” he whispered.
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Five
Adrenaline.
Anticipation.
Anxiety.
All three roiled inside of Drake as he led Kade to the front door of the Butte Police Department.
Nowhere near equal amounts. All present and accounted for just the same.
Since receiving the email from Summerall, Drake’s nerves had pulled taut. Set his every bodily function into hyper drive. Wrapped a sheen of sweat around his torso.
Moving through the front door, Drake drew in a deep breath. Forced himself to calm down. To stay in the moment. To make sure he didn’t get too hasty.
His actions in the next half hour could very well dictate how the rest of Tyce Riggins’s life played out.
Glancing to Kade, he could tell the same thoughts were passing through his mind. See the obvious strain on his face. Feel the tension passing from his body, striated muscles jumping in his neck.
Knew he didn’t have to worry about his friend speaking out of turn.
Side by side the two made their way to the front desk. Found Officer Humboldt waiting on them. Saw the same twisted scowl formed on her lips. Obvious disdain on her features as she stared at them.
“Good afternoon, Officer,” Drake said. Made sure his voice carried no inflection whatsoever.
“Gentlemen,” she mumbled. Folded her arms across her chest.
It being Sunday, she had swapped out the official uniform for black canvas pants. A black Butte PD t-shirt.
The change in attire did nothing to soften her demeanor.
“We have an appointment with Detective Taggert and Mr. Poe,” Drake said. Wanted to get this encounter with the gatekeeper over with as fast as possible.
“I know,” she snapped. “It’s the only reason the front door was unlocked and I’m out here instead of in the back near the prisoner.”
She added extra emphasis on the word prisoner. Issued it like a dare. Almost challenged one of them to comment.
Drake refused to take the bait. Knew that if everything played out the way he envisioned for the rest of the day, she would be the very person unlocking that cell and letting the prisoner walk free.
Almost smiled at the mere thought of it.
“Come on,” she said. Drug both words out an extra syllable. Motioned over her shoulder for them to follow her.
The smell of cleaning solution from the weekend crew was especially strong as they passed through the door separating the foyer from the offices. Walked past most of the rooms standing empty, the lights within blacked out.
“Right in here,” Humboldt said. Stopped outside of Taggert’s office. Again folded her arms over her chest.
Both nodded to her in forced thanks as they passed inside.
Said nothing.
Waiting in the room for them was Detective Taggert and Prosecutor Poe. Joining the party on the fringes were Detective Foye and Investigator Sharp.
All four seemed to have arranged themselves ahead of time. Formed some sort of wall that was meant to be intimidating. Apparently forgot that Drake and Kade had both played in a national championship game just a few years before. Had successfully matched up against on offensive line averaging well over three hundred pounds from Appalachian State.
The sight of them standing there almost made Drake laugh. Seeing the expressions on their face only made it worse.
Humboldt closing the door behind them, as if trying to hem them in, pushed the entire thing over the top.
“Gentlemen,” Drake said. Fought away the urge to tell them to stand at ease. “Thanks for coming.”
“You called me on a Sunday and said I had no choice,” Poe said. Leaned back against the desk he was standing in front of. Folded his arms over his chest.
Still tried for an intimidating stance.
The velour track suit he was wearing undercut the vibe just slightly.
“And he called us and told us to get our asses here,” Taggert added.
“My kid has a basketball game later this afternoon,” Sharp added.
The entire thing came off rehearsed. Practiced.
Drake pushed past it just the same.
“Then don’t let us keep you,” Drake said. Didn’t bother sitting down. Instead dropped his shoulder bag into the same chair he had used days before. Began to rifle through a stack of papers inside it.
“If this is about Friday,” Poe said, “I kept my word. I didn’t name names. No charges have been brought.”
Drake pulled a few loose pages out. Placed them in order.
Said nothing.
“But if this is to ask me to hold off again tomorrow, you know I can’t do that.”
“I understand,” Drake said. “But before going public with anything, you might want to make sure you have the right guy.”
On cue, all four faces seemed to tighten. The air was sucked from the room. Each man inched closer.
“Meaning?” Taggert asked.
Drake extended the first page to Poe. A color printout of an image pulled from the cameras at the mine site. On it was a young man that appeared to be roughly the same age as Drake and Kade. He had short dark hair and a trim build.
In one hand he carried a megaphone. In the other a stick, a piece of poster board at the top announcing, “Montana Protection Society Will Not Abide!”
Poe looked at it a long moment. Passed it over his shoulder to Taggert. Waited as the detective glanced at it before handing it across to Sharp.
“Okay,” Poe said. Made it clear he was unimpressed.
Drake followed up with the second image, the picture sent over by Summerall a few hours before.
On it was the same young man, an overhead shot from just above the front door of Wes Koenig’s home.
In the background sat a dented Ford pickup, the license plate clearly visible.
“This image was taken by the security camera at Wes Koenig’s home,” Drake said. “Same young man.”
“There were no images from the security camera at his home,” Taggert said. No small amount of defensiveness in his tone. “We checked.”
“There were no images that night,” Drake corrected. “This was taken six weeks prior.”
Drake left things there. Watched as Taggert leaned over Poe’s shoulder to examine the photo. 
“Meaning what exactly?” he asked. Allowed his annoyance with the entire thing to resonate. “I know you two have been trying to play detective all weekend, but you’ve got two random photos here.
“Big damn deal.”
It was the reaction Drake had expected. He imagined if Sharp were to open his mouth, the same sort of acrimony would spill out.
“The first picture was taken at a fracking site fifty miles south of here a week after the image at Koenig’s home,” Drake said. Noticed that one of Poe’s eyebrows cocked upward.
Drake extended another document, detailing the financial back trail that Ajax had uncovered.
“A mine owned by one of Wes Koenig’s subsidiary corporations,” Drake continued.
Poe held the document inches away from his nose. Paused a long moment. Lowered it, the color having drained from his face.
“Where the hell did you get this?”
“And I don’t have a copy of the arson investigation report,” Drake said. Glanced to Sharp. “But in there it specifically mentions that two types of chemicals were present. Regular old gas, and liquefied natural gas. The purified version of what is pulled from that very mine every day.”
He paused. Watched as Taggert and Sharp began to fidget. Foye studied his shoes.
“Well, up until last week when it was shut down. You know, due to the owner’s death.”
Beside him he could sense Kade swell up a half inch. Found the urge within him to do the same almost irrepressible.
Waited as the men digested what they’d just been hit with.
“How did you...?” Poe asked. Turned and looked at Taggert and Sharp. Shook his head in derision.
Looked back at Drake and Kade.
“We looked at the case,” Drake said. “Not the suspect.”
Matched the hardened glare coming from Taggert.
Made no effort to back down from it.
“Once we talked to Mildred Hubble and discovered the big real estate fiasco this entire thing was pinned on was nothing at all, we went digging. Wasn’t too hard to figure out.”
A veneer of sweat appeared on Sharp’s head. Blood rushed to the surface. Showed bright under the overhead lights.
Taggert’s bottom mandible shifted to the side. The right corner of his moustache disappeared as he started to gnaw on it.
One at a time Poe looked down at the documents. Went through them each in turn. Reasoned through everything he had just been told.
Shifted to his side to glance back at Sharp. “Would that cause the place to have burned so quickly? For cause of death to be Koenig’s lungs disintegrating?”
The information was new to Drake, though he gave no outward reaction. Watched as more blood flushed Sharp from the neck up.
A silent nod was all he could manage.
“Son of a bitch,” Poe whispered. Made sure it was loud enough everybody could hear him. Shifted back and looked up at Drake. “So who is he?”
“That I don’t know,” Drake said. “But you’ve now got two pictures of him and his license plate number.”
“And the organization he works for,” Kade added.
“Right,” Drake said. Motioned with his chin to the papers in Poe’s hands.
“We did a quick online search for you. The Montana Protection Society has an office less than two miles from where we’re standing.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Six
Extensive.
Lengthy.
Exhaustive.
The license plate in the picture Drake Bell provided had led back to the car registration for Dale Garvey.
Full name Alan Dale Garvey, Jr. Originally from Glenville, West Virginia. 
Most recently of Nikiski, Alaska. A town every bit as small as it sounded. Population just north of four thousand. Located in the middle of the Kenai Peninsula. While there Garvey had amassed quite a rap sheet. Made himself into quite a public nuisance.
Vandalism. Trespass. Criminal mischief.
That was just in his first year.
From there things had picked up tremendously.
Assault. Battery. Harassment. 
The items were listed one after another. Faxed straight down from the Nikiski Sheriff’s Department. Done so by an older man with a graveled voice named Stanson that knew Garvey all too well.
Was happy to have him out of his hair.
Even happier to assist in putting him behind bars if possible.
The list was laid out on Clint Foye’s lap, two pages in total. After reading the first one he flipped it over. Dropped it on his opposite thigh. Started in on the second.
“Good night,” Foye whispered. “Damn wonder he was even able to cross state lines with a sheet like this.”
Behind the steering wheel Paul Taggert grunted in agreement. Barely heard what the younger man had to say. Squeezed so tight with both hands rubber shavings sheared off the steering wheel cover. Dotted the front of his jeans.
All week he had been riding high. His first big case in years had been open and shut. Within hours of it occurring he had been handed a suspect. Given ample motive to make all charges stick.
He’d even been on television.
A commendation, maybe even a promotion, was just a matter of time.
That had all come crashing down on him an hour before. He’d known the first time he’d met Bell and his sidekick they were going to be trouble. Wouldn’t stop poking until they made his life difficult.
Now they had done just that. 
To the outside world, nobody would be the wiser. Tomorrow they would have their man. They would bring charges. Poe would stand on the courthouse steps and peddle platitudes about justice being served.
It’s not like they had released a specific name on Friday. Just that someone was in custody.
To everybody in the know though, to every person on the force, he was all but through. He had been outwitted by an almost-attorney and an almost-PI.
There was no recovering from that.
A string of incoherent ramblings continued to pour out of Foye as Taggert pulled up to the small office on the southern edge of town. Parked on the makeshift gravel lot spread outside. Climbed out and clamped his hat down on his head. Braced himself for a moment as a hard gust of air brushed over his body. Carried a few stray ice crystals with it.
The structure was small. A single story in height. No more than fifty feet on either end. It appeared to be something that was thrown together with spare materials. Covered any deficiencies with bright white siding.
In the front window a hand lettered sign welcomed visitors to the Montana Protection Society. Every letter T in the words was replaced with a hand drawn evergreen tree done in green paint.
“Classy,” Foye said. Allowed a small smile. Nodded at the sign.
Taggert ignored the comment entirely. Walked to the front door. Knocked.
Even before doing so he knew there was no point. 
The structure was at the tail end of a street with mixed residential and small business usage. There was no curb parking in front of the place, no cars in the parking lot.
The closest building was a small two-story apartment building to one side.
On the other was nothing but unadulterated woods.
No lights could be seen through the front windows.
Standing back, Taggert gave the place another once over. Stepped forward and banged on the door again. Waited for a response he knew wasn’t coming.
When nobody showed, he turned back to the car. Motioned with the top of his head for Foye to follow.              
The file on Garvey had an address for a place just outside of town. If nobody turned up there they would have to come back to the office.
No part of Taggert wanted that. Getting to a judge for a warrant on a Sunday would be a pain.
Having to explain why they needed it would be an embarrassment.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Seven
Coiled.
Tensed.
Ready to strike.
Manic energy rolled off of Dale Garvey. It pulsated through him. Made blood surge through his temples. Caused the veins in his neck to vibrate with each beat of his heart.
Every few seconds he glared over at Megan, her body pressed hard against the passenger door. Elbow propped up on the sill of the window. Focus aimed out in the opposite direction.
The tears were dried from her face. The puffiness had diminished around her eyes.
The mark on her cheek had receded from red. Was already beginning to turn blue.
He hadn’t meant to hit her. Not in the face anyway. He’d wanted to inflict some pain. To scare her. To make her realize everything they’d been through.
What her carelessness could cost them.
That this journey had started years before. Had begun when he first took himself to Alaska. Found his way there in response to an ad for open water fishing trawlers out of Homer and Ketchikan. Lasted only a few days before realizing he had a debilitating penchant for seasickness. 
Faced with a return plane ticket four months in the future and no money to change it, he had kicked his way up the Kenai. Caught on with an outfit looking for anybody to help in the fight to rid the world of natural gas and all the evils it brought with it.
It was there that his life’s work became clear.
Fighting a two-pronged attack, the office he worked with waged war. Went after the burgeoning LNG industry in Nikiski. Made the long trek up twice a month to make sure oil rigs were kept far from the Alaska National Wildlife Refuge.
At first, the role was just a job. Something to pay the bills. Pass the time until his ticket home became available.
Over time though, it was an awakening.
For years he had lived in defiance of the natural order. He had become too dependent on comfort goods. Had turned a blind eye as his country drained the earth of its material wealth.
No more.
Never again would he abide his nation’s thirst for fossil fuels destroying the land. No longer would he allow for chemicals to be pumped into the ground, contaminating drinking water, just so more precious fuel could be pulled from it.
In the months that came, some said he went overboard. Crossed the line from conviction into fanaticism. Took things too far.
Those people just didn’t understand. They hadn’t seen what he’d seen. They didn’t know how dire things truly were.
At the end of the summer, he canceled his plane ticket home. Stayed on for three more years. Ascended his way up to running the company. Outlasted every single person he had started with. Brought in a team that was just as dedicated as he was.
In the end, the decision to make the trip down wasn’t his. Three long years of fighting for those that couldn’t had left its mark on him and his place in society. 
He didn’t want to leave Alaska.
Wanted even less to go to jail.
Taking along a few well-chosen souvenirs, he headed south. Put out the word in the activist community that he was in need of a new project. Started going by his middle name to stay below law enforcement radar.
It took a week for the first call to come in.
Once it did, more followed. Many, many more.
He had come to Montana because it was the closest thing to what he was looking for. 
It was remote. Would allow for him to run the kind of campaign he was accustomed to. 
It was committed. There would almost certainly be people there as devoted as he was. At the very least a steady supply ready to be converted.
It was in need. After the abomination that was the Berkeley Pit, the state had suffered enough. It deserved better than to be cleaved again in search of mineral wealth.
Glancing over, Garvey couldn’t help but shake his head. He had thought Megan had the stuff. That she possessed some of the same qualities he’d had just a few years before. That like him, she could be taken right from college and honed into a weapon for good.
How wrong he had been.
Now he just had to ensure no further damage was inflicted.
“Any idea where she’s at?” Garvey asked. Looked out the window. Saw the green road signs in the distance announcing their approach to Butte. Squinted as the late afternoon sun reflected off the asphalt before them.
The goal was to have begun their search a day before.
The state of Megan after their initial confrontation had made that impossible.
“Huh?” Garvey asked. Reached out a hand to touch her arm. Saw her promptly recoil from it.
Almost smiled at how ridiculous her reaction was.
Just as fast felt bitterness rise within that he had ever thought she had what it took.
“Alright, we’ll do this the long way then,” Garvey said. Took the first exit approaching from the south. Maneuvered through a pair of side streets. Came up on the office from the empty end of the road, headed towards town.
Feeling his entire torso seize tight, Garvey’s jaw dropped open a half inch. The air sucked from his chest. His mouth went dry.
Keeping his foot in the same place on the gas, he cocked his head an inch to the side. Made a point not to turn and stare as they rolled by the office.
Watched as the unmarked police car parked out front slid from his vision.
As the two detectives he’d seen on television Friday night knocked at the front door. Stood back and peeked into the windows.
“Don’t you dare say a word,” Garvey said. Extended a hand towards her in silent warning.
Watched as her entire body clenched up.
Her head swiveled to the side. For the first time realized what it was he was referring to.
Said nothing.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Eight
“Shit.”
Smacked the steering wheel.
“Shit!”
Garvey balled his hand into a fist. Aimed it at the center of the wheel. Smashed it straight forward.
Heard the horn sound out. Felt pain traverse up his arm. Saw Megan flinch on the seat beside him.
“You see what you did?” he asked. Leaned forward and grabbed the wheel in both hands. Alternated between checking the road and the rearview mirror. Watched as the office disappeared from sight. The cops lingered outside.
The urge to continue lashing out was strong.
This was all her fault. Had she just kept her mouth shut. Had she just been able to ride things out another couple of days. Things would have died down. Attention would have moved on. They would have gotten away with it.
This was how things unravel though. She confides in the wrong person. Shows a little too much interest in something. Arouses a bit of suspicion.
Next thing, cops were showing up at their door.
Garvey glared. Wanted so badly to fly across at her.
Knew inside the truth was it wasn’t all her fault. He should have known better. She wasn’t ready to be trusted with such a thing.
Even before that, he should have done more research. Just because the old man was usually gone didn’t mean he was going to be away the night they chose.
An arson would have gotten him some time. Most assuredly with his sheet.
Nothing like he was looking at now.
His life was over.
Unless he did something about it in the next few minutes.
“Okay,” he whispered aloud. Ran a hand down over his face. Was surprised to find he was sweating. Wiped it against the leg of his pants. Pulled in long breaths. Forced his mind to slow down. To process what he needed to do.
He had disappeared once before. He could do it again.
Just up the road in Glacier National Park was a water shuttle that crossed into Banff National Park. The only thoroughfare in the entire country that allowed international passage without so much as showing ID.
It was winter, but the shuttle should still be running. All he had to do was make it there.
Rising onto the freeway, Garvey pushed the truck west across town. Watched two exits pass by. Pulled off and wound past city streets. Made his way onto the country two-lane where they lived.
Held his breath as the small grey home came into view. Pushed it out in a puff as he found no cars sitting outside.
He had precious little time. Five, ten minutes tops to get what he needed.
Get rid of Megan.
Get on the road again.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Nine
Clear.
Quiet.
Damn near empty.
The wall of people in front of Drake and Kade had dispersed within minutes of them finishing their findings.
Sharp was the first one to go. Muttered something under his breath. Paused at the door as if he might erupt at them. 
Left without a word.
Taggert and Foye were the next ones out. Took the pictures with them. Went to join Humboldt. Told Poe they were going to run the license plate. Be back if it turned up a dead end.
A half hour later there was still no sign of them.
A safe assumption that the information handed over was valid.
Using that as a baseline, Drake leaned back in his chair. Crossed his right ankle onto his left knee. Broke the awkward silence that had settled over the space.
“I think at this point it’s safe to say my client is in the clear, wouldn’t you?” Drake asked.
The comment snapped Poe’s attention up from the legal pad he was working on, doing anything to avoid eye contact. Making list after list of things that both sides knew meant nothing.
He leaned back a few inches in Taggert’s chair. Laid the pad down in his lap. Folded his hands over it. “We don’t know that yet.”
One side of Drake’s mouth turned upward in a smile. Pulled his glance over to Kade, who wore the same expression.
“Mr. Poe,” Drake said, “I respect your position here, but this isn’t a trial. We don’t have to wait for the judge to go ahead and make a ruling. You have absolutely nothing on Tyce Riggins. And we both know it.”
The smile fell away as he delivered the last lines. Made sure his intent was clear.
However ethereal the evidence against Tyce Riggins might have at one point been, it had now completely evaporated. Holding him any longer would only be a reaction of their collective egos being unable to let go.
And it would be a major faux pas Drake would be sure to point out in the court of public opinion.
“We don’t even know that this information you brought in today will turn up anything,” Poe said. Used his courtroom demeanor. Tried to reassert dominance over the situation.
“It doesn’t have to,” Drake said. “That’s not how this works and you know it. It isn’t our jobs or our client’s responsibility to solve a case for you. We went above and beyond to clear his name and turned up a far more likely suspect.
“The fact that your detectives have not yet returned proves that.”
Poe opened his mouth to respond. Paused. Squirmed a little lower in the seat, the collar of the track suit riding up to his ears.
“You realize that we’ll have to corroborate everything you said today,” Poe said. “Talk to his aunt, all of it.”
“I can give you names and phone numbers right now,” Drake said. Kept the pressure on. Did not for one second want it to appear that they were fearful of anything an investigation might uncover.
Poe swiveled in the chair. Turned to look out the window. Saw the sun beginning to set in the western sky. Long shafts of golden light starting to crawl across the desk.
“Tell you what,” he said. “Let’s give the detectives this last half hour until sunset. Then we’ll call and see where they’re at.
“If it at all looks like your findings are correct, I’ll go release Tyce Riggins myself.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty
Off.
Fishy.
Something just wasn’t sitting right.
Paul Taggert couldn’t put his finger on it. Didn’t know why a feeling had kicked up when he was standing outside the Montana Protection Society office. Had lingered there for the past fifteen minutes and counting.
“Read me that address again,” Taggert said. Waited as Foye shuffled through the few printouts they’d made at the station. 
Recited it slowly from the last one in the stack.
“That’s out on the edge of town, right?” Taggert asked. Tried to think if he’d ever been there in person. Thought back in his mind, tried to place it.
Nothing came to him.
“Right,” Foye said. Pulled up an app on his phone. Read out the few lines of directions in order.
Taggert nodded as the words were spit out. Pulled in the right side of his moustache. Chewed on the hairs hanging down over his lip.
“You think we should call for backup?” Foye asked. Seemed to sense the strain building in the car.
“No,” Taggert said. Pushed the word out without moving his lips.
The truth was he wanted nothing more than to call for a full arsenal. That same nagging feeling refused to go away. Kept telling him something was lying in wait.
At the same time, he had nothing positive to go on. Couldn’t very well call for backup and ask them to roll up to a house that was probably empty. Ask them to stand around while he tossed out a few questions.
Perhaps more than anything was the fact that they were relying on information discovered by Bell and his partner. There was no definitive way to know their motivations.
No real way to determine if they were being set up.
Keeping the car at a steady five miles below the speed limit, Taggert turned onto the country two-lane they were looking for. Watched a handful of soapbox houses pass by on either side. All constructed in brick and siding. All showing heavy signs of the elements.
A smattering of bony trees dotted the landscape as they pushed forward, leaving the strip of homes behind. 
Shoving the facial hair from his mouth, Taggert leaned forward behind the wheel. Held the pose for over a mile.
Saw their destination come into sight.
Positioned over a quarter mile from the closest neighbor, it appeared to be a double-wide trailer with dark gray siding. A thin layer of blackened mold was present along the outside as they got closer. Misshapen shrubs lined the only two visible sides.
None of that registered with Taggert.
Instead his attention focused on the pickup truck sitting in the driveway. The thin curlicue of exhaust rising from the tailpipe.
Felt the nagging feeling within click into place.
It was the same truck in the picture now on Foye’s lap.
The same truck that had driven by while they stood outside the Montana Protection Society office.
“Call for backup,” Taggert said. Didn’t take his eyes from their destination as they drew closer. Reached down with his right hand and tapped at the butt of his gun.
“Yeah?” Foye asked. Raised the microphone from the radio mounted on the dash. Held it in front of him without making the call.
“Now, dammit!” Taggert said. Smashed the steering wheel with his palm.
The undercarriage of the car whined in protest as he eased to a stop. Blocked the driveway. Lowered himself and peered up at the house.
Beside him Foye made the call as he scanned the windows. Could see nothing but the setting sun reflecting off of them.
Shifted his attention to the truck sitting nearby.
“Clint,” he said. Again reached to his hip. This time unsnapped the holster. “We’ve got a passenger inside.”
Finishing the call for assistance, Foye dropped the microphone without hanging it on its cradle. Sent it bouncing against the hard plastic of the dash.
Neither one cared.
Both focused their entire attention on the shadowy outline of a head and shoulders leaning against the passenger side door.
“Oh shit,” Foye whispered.
“Yeah,” Taggert agreed.
Felt his entire insides clench tight. Could feel sweat bathing the back of shirt. Could hear his breath coming in short gasps.
“Backup will be here in seven minutes,” Foye said. Glanced over at Taggert. “How do you want to play it?”
Taggert nodded at the information. Said nothing.
Watched the silhouette through the back window. Saw it rise straight up. Begin to swing its head from side to side.
Felt adrenaline roil through his stomach. Rise within him. Bring prickly heat and sensation to every pore of his body.
“We’re going now,” he said. “I’ve got the passenger side. You stay on the rear bumper. Cover the house.” 
Foye nodded. Said nothing.
A long moment passed as each man drew their weapon. Checked the slide. Thumbed the safety off.
Emerged into the cold air without a word.
The setting sun pushed at their backs as they dropped into a crouch. Threw long shadows over the ground as they inched up on the truck. Heard the engine purring softly. Listened as the gravel drive crunched beneath their boots.
At the rear tailgate Taggert glanced to Foye. Nodded. Stepped out wide away from the truck.
“This is Detective Paul Taggert, BPD!” he said. Put more force on his voice than intended. Heard it carry through the still air.
“Raise your hands where I can see them and step out of the vehicle, please.”
Heart pounding, Taggert took two more steps forward. Crossed his left foot over his right as he moved. Shifted off the edge of the gravel driveway into the yellowed grass of the yard.
Saw no movement from inside the truck.
“I said, put your hands up and step out of the vehicle!”
This time he placed an extra edge on the words. Made sure his tone was clear.
With his gun extended in both hands before him, he ventured another step forward. Jerked back just as fast as the passenger slammed their head into the window. Paused. Smashed it against the glass again.
A blur of dark hair. A smear of blood left behind.
Every nerve ending on fire, Taggert stood rooted in place. Watched as the person lined themselves up. Smacked the glass a third time.
Heard the hollow sound of skull smacking against frozen tempered glass ring out over the yard.
“What the hell is that?” Foye asked. Glanced over his shoulder to Taggert. Kept his attention on the house.
“Jesus Christ,” Taggert said. Snapped himself into focus. Took three quick steps forward. “She’s tied up in there!”
Reached out and jerked open the truck door.
Barely caught the young girl as she tumbled from the seat to the ground.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-One
Everything.
All of it.
Each and every second.
Dale Garvey watched it all play out from inside the house.
Another three minutes and he would have been clear.
Three minutes that he didn’t have to spend on Megan. Silencing her. Wrapping her hands and feet and mouth in duct tape. Ensuring she didn’t make good on her threat to go to the police the second he stepped out of the truck.
If only he had that time back he would have been a ghost. Could have swapped out the plates on Megan’s car behind the house with his truck’s. Been halfway to Glacier by the time he dropped Megan somewhere.
Been well over the border into Canada before she came to. Was able to contact anybody. Alert the police what had happened.
But he didn’t. Instead he was left standing in the kitchen. Duffel bag in one hand, his last remaining canister of LNG inside. A few old clothes wrapped around it for insulation.
A plastic sack with a couple of bare essentials for the road in the other. His laptop and anything else that was too incriminating to leave behind crammed into a backpack over his shoulder.
Nothing else.
He spotted the car the moment it came into view, creeping down the street. It was the same one that had been parked outside his office. Two silhouettes in the front seat.
Cursing out loud he ducked low behind the kitchen table. Pressed himself against the wall. Watched as they hemmed his truck in along the street. 
As they emerged and moved on it. 
Found Megan tied up on the front seat.
Fear, anxiety, adrenaline, pulsed through Garvey. Pushed him back away from the table. Made him leave the plastic sack on the floor. 
Right now he had precious few options. They had him pinned down on the arson and murder of Wes Koenig. No doubt by now knew about his list of transgressions in Alaska.
Had found Megan bound up in the front seat.
At the moment there were only two of them. One standing watch over the house. The other tending to Megan.
The pause at the foot of the driveway had to have been a call for backup. Any second they would arrive. Would swarm the house. Take him into custody.
Garvey backed clear into the kitchen. Kept the backpack on his shoulder. The duffel in his hand. 
Looked down at the counter and saw Megan’s car keys lying there. A Rocky Mountain College bottle opener keychain on the end of them.
The fact was he had no options. If he set foot outside, he would be arrested. If he waited for the assisting officers to show, he would be arrested.
Either way, there was no chance he would come out on top in a trial. He would be looking at the death penalty. Life in prison at a minimum.
Never again set foot in the beloved outdoors he’d sworn to protect.
Snapping the keys up from the counter, Garvey whirled out through the kitchen. Sprinted through the laundry room, through the back door. Left it to swing shut behind him. Hit the ground at a full gallop. Tore chunks of grass and gravel away with each step as he pounded for the Subaru parked on the concrete landing.
Perspiration poured from his skin. His breath came in ragged gasps. His mind worked at a frenetic pace. Tried to push forward. Plan his next move.
Jerking open the driver’s side door, Garvey tossed both bags onto the passenger seat. Slid behind the wheel. Didn’t even bother to adjust the chair as he shoved the key into the ignition and cranked it.
Smacked the wheel with impatience as the starter whined once. Twice. Kicked over on the third attempt.
Eschewing the driveway he shot out across the backyard. Looped around the house. Tires biting in the frozen ground, they tore two even tracks through the dead grass.
As he sped past the corner of the house he saw both cops in his periphery. Watched them hunker low against the body of his truck.
Saw orange blossoms ignite from the tips of their guns.
Heard the first shots slam into the front end of the car.
Felt the sting of shattered glass cut into his neck as the rear window exploded behind him.
Succumbed to total darkness as the same bullet smashed into the duffel bag on the front seat beside him.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Two
It was like a magic trick.
One moment nothing but clear blue sky.
The next a plume of dark smoke shot straight into the atmosphere like a geyser. An inverted cone rising from some indeterminate point. 
All three men inside the office saw it at the same time. Rose from their chairs. Rushed to the window.
Felt the bottom drop out of their stomachs.
“That can’t be good,” Kade whispered.
Drake nodded in agreement.
Poe drew his mouth into a tight line. Had every bit of color drain from his features. Practically sprinted out. Let the door bang against the wall behind him. Didn’t bother trying to close it.
Left Drake and Kade standing at the window. Watching the smoke continue to rise. Change from black to grey. Spread in an ever-widening triangle. A massive funnel cloud moving against the horizon.
Almost blotting the setting sun out behind it.
“You don’t think?” Kade whispered.
Drake kept his gaze on the smoke cloud. Tried to think of anything else in the world it could have been. Couldn’t come up with anything.
Said nothing.
The sound of footsteps approached from the hallway accompanied by the jangling of a key ring. Bodies moving fast. Trying to perform fine motor skills through hands numbed by adrenaline.
“You two, come with me.”
The voice belonged to Poe, spinning Drake and Kade away from the window. By the time they turned he was already back out into the hall, heading in the opposite direction.
Without so much as a glance they circled away from the glass. Jogged into the corridor. Maintained the pace until they were a step behind Poe.
He himself just a step behind Humboldt.
“What happened?” Drake asked.
Was met with complete silence as Humboldt led them to the holding cell. Unlocked the door. Turned and marched away as fast as she’d come.
For the first time Drake and Kade both got a look at her face. Saw the strain she wore. The concern pulling her features tight.
Drake waited until she was gone. Turned to Poe. “What happened?”
Poe glanced between them. Into the holding cell where Tyce stared back. Looked genuinely confused. Pressed his hands to his thighs and rose to a standing position.
“Your intel was correct. They found the guy from the photos,” he looked at each of them again. Lowered his attention to the floor. Shook his head. “He tried to get away. There was an accident.”
Again he stopped. Shook his head again, as if it were a bad dream he could wake himself from.
Turned to the holding cell.
“Tyce Riggins, you’re free to go. Officer Humboldt will have your personal effects at the front desk in just a moment.”
Inside the cell, Riggins’s jaw dropped open. He looked from Drake to Kade. Back to Poe.
Said nothing.
“Just like that?” Drake said.
Poe made a pained expression. “Not right now, okay? He’s clearly not the guy. The one who did do it has been eliminated. The officers on the scene have been injured.”
“How bad?” Tyce asked. Voice very low and even.
Pulled the attention of all three men in his direction.
“I don’t know,” Poe said. “Humboldt is closing the station as we speak, turning it over to the sheriff’s dispatch to handle any calls.”
“Where—“ Drake began to ask. Was cut off by Poe.
“We can have this conversation later. Right now you guys all have to leave so we can get to the hospital.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter Fifty-Three
Prudence.
Sounded more like an insurance company than a hospital.
Walking up to the front of the place, Drake said nothing about the name. It barely even registered with him.
Instead his thoughts were focused square on their presence there. On the fact that Tyce had insisted on going straight over once he changed clothes.
Had even called Kara from Drake’s phone and asked her to meet him.
Striding directly for the front door, Drake could hear their reunion going on behind him. Both crying. Kara slightly louder. 
Lots of exclaiming their love for one another.
Once that part of the interaction came about, Drake tuned out. Turned his attention to the west. Saw just a sliver of orange sun sitting above the jagged horizon line cut by the Highland Mountains.
Saw that most of the smoke had dissipated. A low fog of white drifting to the south. Nothing more.
“Fire department’s there,” Kade said. Motioned with his chin. “That’s why the smoke is now white. It’s mostly just steam.”
Drake nodded. It made sense. Whatever had been set ablaze had now been burning the better part of a half hour. 
In a town the size of Butte, help would have been there in less than half that.
“Should we wait out here?” Drake asked. Paused just outside the glass door to the Prudence Healthcare emergency room.
Saw a large cluster of people, predominately men, had already gathered. Most wore uniforms from the police or fire departments. The remainder looked like they fit the part. Had been called in on a Sunday for one of their own.
A couple glanced out at Drake and Kade standing to the side. Paid them no mind.
Kade bounced in place a moment. Raised his coat up higher around his shoulders. Buried his hands deep in the pockets and pulled them close by his waist.
“Probably. Won’t do my cold any good, but whatever.”
Again Drake nodded. He knew there would be no outright hostility at their presence. Might even be some appreciation.
Based on their experience at the fire station two days earlier though, he didn’t want to chance it.
The decision to come had been made by Tyce. Wouldn’t think of not stopping by. Said he knew many of the men in both departments. Wanted to show some support. Refused to succumb to hard feelings.
Two thoughts in equal measure sprung to Drake’s mind as he relented. Drove them across town to the dingy white facility right off the freeway.
First was that the action fit with everything he remembered about Tyce. 
In some small way, it warmed him, knowing there were still good people around. Folks that thought well beyond themselves. Still maintained the wherewithal to forgive.
Just as fast flooded in the realization that he didn’t know if he was one of those people.
Even in the limited capacity he had been associated with the situation, he couldn’t help but be a bit bitter. If Taggert or Sharp had done their job from the beginning, it stood to reason that none of what came after would have occurred.
Had he actually been the one incarcerated for the past week, there’s no telling how he would have reacted.
Digging his hands into the pockets of his jeans, Drake raised his shoulders. Let the effort pull him to his toes. Held the stretch a moment. Rocked back down to flat feet.
Turned to see the Riggins’s approaching across the lot. Locked arm in arm. Both faces puffy and wet.
Drake and Kade watched them grow closer a moment in silence.
“We did a good thing,” Kade said. Not a question. Definitely a statement.
Turned to stare at Drake.
Without returning the look, Drake glanced to the horizon. Saw the smoke rising. Thought of Wes Koenig’s place doing the same thing. Of Wylie Dern and Susan Stump now out of jobs. Of the mine Lee Bertram ran being closed.
Wasn’t sure that anything that had happened in the preceding week was a good thing.
“That mean you’re all in on getting your PI license?” Drake asked.
For the first time Drake looked back at his friend. Smiled.
Kade said nothing. Didn’t need to.
“Fellas, really,” Tyce said. Released his grip on Kara. Looped his arm up over her head. Closed the gap between the two sides. “I can’t thank you enough.”
Reached Kade first. Went straight in for a hug. Almost knocked the smaller man from his feet.
Pulled a small chuckle from Drake.
“Sure, no problem,” Kade said. Regained his bearings. Gave a weak hug in return.
“How about next time we just have dinner or something, huh?” Drake asked. Smiled. Braced himself for the bear hug headed his way.
Still had trouble not being rocked back a few inches.
“Yes!” Tyce said. “Anything you guys want. We’ll drive to Missoula and take you out. You can come to the house and we’ll cook.” 
Pausing, he glanced to Kara. “Well, I’ll cook.”
He delivered the words in a rapid fire staccato. Barely allowed enough time for everyone to chuckle at his joke.
Energy and appreciation spewed from him. Caused him to almost tremble as he spoke.
“Careful now,” Drake said. “We’re not as large as we once were, but we can still eat.”
“Speak for yourself,” Kade said. Puffed himself up a bit. “I’ll have you know I’m still at my playing weight.”
Drew a small laugh from the crowd. Smiles that lingered on faces. Stayed there as the double door behind them parted in the middle. Released an audible burst of air.
Through it walked Merrill Poe.
Still wearing his velour tracksuit, he had added a puffy black down jacket to the mix. His hair looked disheveled and windblown atop his head.
Made the thinning of it even more obvious.
At once all four grins faded. Drake and Kade shifted. Stood on either end of the Rigginses. 
Formed their own makeshift wall.
Pulling up in front of the group, Poe looked as if he might extend his hand to Tyce. Thought better of it.
“It was nice of you folks to stop by,” he said. Resignation, defeat, in his voice.
“How are they?” Drake asked. Saw the other three keep their attention on Poe.
Turning at the waist, Poe glanced over his shoulder. Shifted back. Sighed.
“The guy you found photos of was named Dale Garvey. Had a sheet from up in Alaska, pretty well known in the enviro crowd for being a bit extreme.”
Kade snorted. Said nothing.
“When the detectives showed up at his house to question him, they found his girlfriend beat up in the front seat of his truck. Looked like he was about to skip town.”
All four nodded in understanding. Remained silent.
“When they got there he jumped into her car, tried to make a run for it. Shots were fired.”
“That was way too much smoke to be a car fire,” Kade said. 
“Yeah,” Poe conceded. Raised his eyebrows as such. “I guess another canister of that gas was in the passenger seat. A bullet passed through, hit it head on. 
“Scorched just about everything within a hundred feet, trees, house, everything.”
Kade let out a low whistle.
“LNG,” Drake whispered. Imagined what it must have done to Garvey on contact. “How are they?” 
Poe glanced over to him. Back at the concrete between his feet.
“Taggert and the girl were positioned behind Garvey’s truck when it went up, which took the brunt of it. They both sustained pretty heavy burns, are being treated and held for observation.”
“And Detective Foye?” Kade asked.
Again Poe turned at the waist. Looked back over his shoulder.
“He was more exposed, down by the tailgate. Took a much greater force of the blast, caught some shrapnel from the car exploding.”
He paused. Made a pass over each of their faces.
“He’s in surgery now. Pretty touch and go at the moment.”
Drake nodded. Said nothing.
The news was terrible but not near as bad as it could have been. Like most everything connected to the situation though, that certainly didn’t make it a good thing.
“Sorry about holding you this week,” Poe said to Tyce. Pressed his lips together and nodded. “Wasn’t personal. That’s just where the investigation took us. 
“You can thank your friends here for helping us sort things out.”
At that, Drake met Kade’s glance. Raised one eyebrow in a questioning fashion.
Said nothing.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Epilogue
Garbled.
Stuttering.
Every possible sound a piece of mechanical equipment could make, the ski lift had made on their assent up the mountain.
Drake jumped free from the chair he was sitting on ten feet earlier than usual. Landed hard with one foot snapped into his snowboard. Unclipped the other and picked it up from the ground.
Was joined a moment later by Sage. Always his partner on the ride. She too not trusting the machine any further.
“Well, that was…something,” she managed. Unsnapped her right boot. Picked up her board and fell in beside him.
Together they walked on ahead. Saw the top of the run forty yards away. Not a single other person on the mountain yet.
The Crew were the only souls brave enough to chance the newly repaired lift. Especially in time with the first glow of morning still just barely peeking over the horizon.
Behind them Kade and Ajax hopped off the lift. Gathered their equipment – board for Ajax, Kade the sole member of the group still clinging to traditional skis.
“Did it get colder up here in the past week?” Ajax asked. Pushed a cloud of vapor away from his face.
Drew laughs from his friends.
“You rode that rickety, belching machine the entire way up here and the cold is what you comment on first?” Drake asked.
Knew the question was nothing but rhetorical even as it left his lips.
The cold was the first thing Ajax mentioned every morning beginning in October. Stayed that way until almost May.
“Should have heard him on the ride up,” Kade said. Carried one pole and one ski in either hand. Shifted into Drake’s prints in the snow. Stayed there as the group moved forward together.
“Just to be clear, there are places in the world with sun and sand and warmth,” Ajax said. 
Again drew smiles from the other three.
When no response came he added, “I’m just saying, the Crew would survive on Maui too, you know. We could surf and snorkel and stand-up paddle.”
“The Maui Crew?” Drake asked. Scrunched his face.
“Doesn’t have the same ring, does it?” Sage asked. Turned to look him. Made the same expression.
“We could still hike and fish,” Ajax added. Plowed ahead undeterred. Completely ignored their comments. “All while wearing board shorts. I’ll even wear a t-shirt so you guys don’t get ab envy.”
Kade was the first to react. Pushed out a long exaggerated chuckle. Was joined an instant later by the others. Loud laughter rolled out over the morning. Carried down the pristine slopes. Echoed off the snow shrouded pine trees in the distance.
Moving in groups of two, they found their way to the top of the trailhead. Buried the ends of their boards into the snow. Leaned on them. Surveyed their surroundings.
For three hundred and sixty degrees, everything was painted white. The occasional rocky outcropping, thick swaths of pine, the only smudges of color on the world.
Rising in the east was the morning sun. A pale ball just inching its way upward. Light already filtering through cloud cover.
Another colorless winter day in Missoula.
“Come on,” Drake said. Watched the sun move a bit higher in the sky. “Would you really want to miss this?”
“I mean, just something to think about,” Ajax responded. No small amount of reverence in his voice. “I hear the sunrise atop Haleakala is nice too.”
This time the comment earned only a half-smile from Drake.
Knew there was nothing to worry about. His friend wasn’t going anywhere.
“How about you?” Sage asked. Cast a sideways glance at him from beneath her ski cap and goggles. “Would you really want to miss this?”
Drake looked back at her. Paused a long moment.
Finally realized what she was alluding to.
“Emily flew out last night,” he said. “And I’m here now, aren’t I?”
All three turned their attention to him. Ignored the rising sun before them. The ailing ski lift behind them.
The fresh powder almost begging them to take the maiden trek through it.
“What did you tell her?” Kade asked.
Drake was aware they were all staring at him. Kept his hands crossed over the front lip of his board. Rested his chin atop them.
“Same thing I told her three years ago. My family is here. I’m not going anywhere.”
“And how’d she take that?” Ajax asked.
“Same way she did three years ago,” Drake said.
Silence fell for a long moment.
Kade was the first to move. Dropped his skis to the ground. Snapped his boots into place. Motioned for Ajax to do the same.
“Well, family or not,” he said, “you’re still buying breakfast today.”
Flashed a wicked smile. Lowered his goggles into place. Disappeared in a flurry of long hair. Whooped as he hit the snowpack. Let the sound precede him down the mountain. Carry into the distance.
“I think I’ll have steak,” Ajax said. Fit his mirrored black frames down over the top half of his face. “Maybe some escargot.”
Gave them a toothy grin. Pushed off down the mountain. Carved lazy S curves in the snow.
Together Drake and Sage watched them go. Made no effort to join them.
“Do you think we’ve given them enough of a head start yet?” Sage asked. Walked up next to Drake. Stood with her shoulder leaning against his.
“Eh,” Drake said. “When was the last time they actually beat us? Better let them get a little further on.”
Lifting her chin towards him, she smiled. “Feeling charitable today?”
“After this past week, I’d say they’ve both earned breakfast,” Drake said. Shifted his attention to Sage. 
Matched the smile.
“Besides, we’ll get them back soon enough. Like I said, I’m not going anywhere.”
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