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    The young boy never liked going through Lion’s Park at night. The park had an amphitheater, a pond, and new playgrounds, but the shadows from the new slides and swings seemed to chase him as he biked past. Something was stalking him; he was the prey. He had that feeling now as he rode his bike up the path near the pond.  
 
    The moonlight reflected fiercely off the water, and there were street lamps, so the light at least gave him some comfort. But he couldn’t get rid of the feeling that told him to pedal faster. The scent of tulips and the orange-and-white flowering maples reminded him of the flowers his mother liked to keep in the kitchen. In a hundred feet, the park ended and the street began, and then it was only a ten-minute ride to his house. He began to relax a little.  
 
    The smell of flowers began to fade, and a darker, sickly scent grew stronger as he neared a cylindrical slab of concrete pipe, large enough for children to crawl through and play on. He knew that scent. A raccoon had died underneath their porch once, and the stench had filled the entire house. He remembered his mother dry-heaving because of it.  
 
    He glanced at the concrete pipe as he rode past. He saw something spilling out of the pipe onto the grass. It looked like a towel or a rug, but as he slowed down, his eyes adjusted, and he could see clearly that it was hair. 
 
    The woman was facedown. It had to be a woman because of the bright fingernails and the jewelry on her wrists. A gold purse lay on the grass near her, unopened. The woman was wearing a shirt, but it was ripped up the back.  
 
    Shock forced him to slow the bike and stare, his heart beating faster and faster.  
 
    The boy swallowed. He would tell his mother when he got home. Pedaling as fast as he could, he decided he wouldn’t be riding through Lion’s Park at night anymore.  
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    The police cruisers surrounded the park like the tanks of an invading army. Detective Robert McGillis stepped out of his car and took in the cool night air. He’d been watching a Giants game. A New Yorker who had moved to Wyoming when he was a teenager, he still didn’t feel at home in Cheyenne. The Giants were one of his remaining connections.  
 
    He strolled up to the scene, watching the young officers huddled in tense discussions around the victim of what must be their first homicide, for many of them. Cheyenne didn’t have a lot of homicides, and ever since Chief Dixon had taken the reins six years ago, he couldn’t remember a single one that hadn’t turned out to be a suicide. This, though, was something different. He could tell just from the way the mother of the witness described it to the emergency dispatcher.  
 
    He ducked under the police tape that already surrounded the area. The body lay in a concrete culvert next to the playground. McGillis took one look at her and stopped. The hair looked familiar, and a sensation of dread crept into his bones.  
 
    One of the uniforms, a young kid named Daniel, came up and stood next to him. He had a notepad out and waited patiently until McGillis turned to him.  
 
    “Yeah?” McGillis said.  
 
    “Just thought you’d want to look at my notes, Detective.” 
 
    “I don’t need to.” McGillis turned back to the body. “I think I know who she is. Her name’s Candi-Jean. She’s a prostitute. I used to bust her all the time when I was in uniform. Did you ask for SIS to get out here?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    McGillis bent down and looked at the deep cut that ran from her neck down to the cleft of her buttocks. Her dried blood had turned her body black. He kneeled next to her and looked at the face: it was Candi-Jean. 
 
    The SIS van parked a few minutes later, and McGillis stepped away from the body. The Scientific Investigation Section was actually just one man, and McGillis didn’t like him. He’d had to work with Fleming before, and the man had been drunk both times.  
 
    “Ho—Lee—Shit,” Fleming said upon coming up to the body.  
 
    McGillis moved closer to the body again, mostly to see if he could smell alcohol on Fleming, who set down the bag he had strapped to his shoulder. He took out a plastic fishing tackle box and opened it up, revealing a host of tools and vials. Next, he pulled out a video camera and began filming the scene. McGillis stayed out of the way.  
 
    He felt for Candi-Jean. Prostitutes were easy to lure to tucked-away locations, and they usually didn’t have someone looking for them if they disappeared. The pimps who drained them of their youth and their cash would never file missing persons reports, and the girls just slipped off the radar.  
 
    “Look at that cut,” Fleming said as he began taking still photos.  
 
    “You really need video and photos? You see that on CSI?” 
 
    “Shit, I’m sick of drug overdoses and heart attacks. This here is a bona fide murder. I’m pulling out all the stops.” 
 
    McGillis waited about twenty minutes while Fleming did his nonsense: blood trajectory analysis, lividity to determine if the body had been moved, and scrapings from under the fingernails. Fleming was a crazy drunk, but he was thorough when he wanted to be. McGillis was staring at the moon when Fleming said, “Holy shit!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “She moved.” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “Bob, I’m telling you, she moved.” 
 
    McGillis squatted down and watched the body. The chest wasn’t moving. Placing two fingers on her carotid artery, he closed his eyes. Nothing. When he opened his eyes, he was about to say that she was most certainly dead when he felt movement.  
 
    McGillis, startled, pulled his hand back and watched her in silence. The movement hadn’t been directly beneath his fingers—it was a vibration originating from some other part of her. He took out his cell phone and turned on the flashlight. A small, wave-like movement rippled down her back.  
 
    “Something’s in there,” he said. 
 
    “Inside her?” 
 
    McGillis nodded as he snapped on some latex gloves and ran his fingers over the back. “Help me.” 
 
    Fleming drew in a deep breath and swore before he dipped his fingers in the cut. McGillis grabbed the other side. The two men looked at each other, and McGillis said, “On three. One… two… three.” 
 
    They opened the wound, and something lashed out. McGillis stumbled back as Fleming screamed like a toddler and ran a few paces away.  
 
    Slithering out of the wound, the first snake appeared. It was black and gray, slick with blood, and slipped over the woman’s head and through her hair before disappearing into the grass. Another snake poked its head out of the wound, and more followed.  
 
    “Fuck me!” Fleming shouted from ten feet away.  
 
    “Capture those things, damn it. Don’t let ’em get away.” 
 
    “I ain’t touchin’ them.” 
 
    “Fleming, catch the damn snakes.” 
 
    Fleming and a couple of the uniforms got plastic bags out of their patrol cars and ran around trying to capture the snakes. McGillis stepped away from the scene and took off his latex gloves. He began texting.  
 
    Chief, sorry to bug you, but we got another one. Snakes. 
 
    The reply came a few seconds later. You sure? 
 
    Unless those are some really overgrown maggots, I’m pretty sure they’re snakes. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    I know. What do you want me to do? 
 
    Don’t let anybody talk to the news. This stays within the department. 
 
    Gotcha. You wanna call out the feds again? 
 
    No. I have someone else in mind. 
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    Ethan Baudin kissed his wife and rolled out of bed. He went into the bathroom and stared at himself in the mirror. His hair was peppered with gray, and despite working out an hour a day and eating a clean vegan diet, he looked every one of his fifty-two years.  
 
    He opened the medicine cabinet, took his multivitamin and garlic supplement, and closed the cabinet without looking in the mirror again. After a quick shower, he threw on jeans and a T-shirt before going out on his patio in his flip-flops with his breakfast: a banana-vegan-protein shake.  
 
    The Venice Beach condominium overlooked the water. His neighbor, Rachel, trained service dogs. Two of her Labrador puppies ran up to Baudin and licked his hand. One jumped up onto him, and he laughed. “You just know what you want, don’t ya, pal?” 
 
    He rubbed behind their ears until Rachel came out and whistled. They obeyed instantly, jumping off and running to her side.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said.  
 
    “No, I don’t mind. It saves me from having to get a dog.” 
 
    “I saw Heather stop by yesterday. Was that Eric with her?” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “He’s gotten so big.” 
 
    “Seven years old, going on thirty. He’s smarter than me.” 
 
    “Wow. I would not guess you were a grandpa.” 
 
    “Looks can be deceiving I guess.”  
 
    “I guess. Tell Keri to come over later. I wanna go shopping.” 
 
    “Will do.” 
 
    He sat back with his shake and watched the sun coming up over the ocean. Every morning since they’d moved here fourteen years ago, he had watched the sunrise. When Heather was younger and lived with them, he would watch it with her and his stepdaughter, Gina. They had both moved away years ago, and he watched it by himself now.  
 
    Seagulls soared past the beach, heading out to sea. Warm hands settled on his shoulders for a moment before Keri sat down next to him. She slipped her hand into his. 
 
    “You going in to the restaurant this morning?” she asked.  
 
    “Yeah. Just a couple of things to do really quick. Rachel wants to take you shopping later.” 
 
    “I was hoping to spend the day with you.” 
 
    “You wanna go up to Topanga Park?” 
 
    “Sure, I could use a hike.” She rose and kissed him on the forehead. “Text me when you’re done at work.” She kept hold of his hand as she stepped away until their fingers slipped from the other’s grasp before she disappeared into the condo. Baudin stayed on the patio to finish his drink then got his keys and headed out.  
 
      
 
      
 
    The restaurant had been a cheap neighborhood sandwich shop before Baudin had converted it to a vegan restaurant, and it had succeeded beyond his wildest dreams. Keri kept pushing him to open another location, but he liked being able to focus on just one place. A second location would divide his attention. It would be taking away from what he had rather than adding. He parked in the back and got out.  
 
    Even at breakfast, the restaurant was busy. Venice had a solid vegetarian presence, and even the meat eaters came in when they felt like something light and clean. Baudin nodded to his manager and headed to the back office. He sat down at the desk and opened an Excel spreadsheet. A poster of Howard Zinn hung in front of him with the quote, “Dissent is the highest form of patriotism.” Baudin stared at the numbers for a good half a minute before he sighed and decided he’d rather text his daughter.  
 
    Can you two come to the beach for a few minutes? 
 
    A second later the reply came. Yes. 
 
    Baudin closed the spreadsheet. Inputting this month’s expenses could wait until later; his family always came first.  
 
    After a few minutes outside, the back of his neck heated to the point of discomfort, and he began to sweat. The city was having a heat wave, and the past week had seen temperatures as high as 105. Baudin headed down to the beach and sat in the sand at the water’s edge. He removed his flip-flops and let the water tickle his toes as it rolled over the sand.  
 
    He wasn’t sure how long he’d sat watching the water, but it wasn’t until Eric’s squeal startled him that he noticed he hadn’t moved for a while. He got up and jogged over to his grandson, who threw himself into his arms. Heather was behind him wearing a suit and carrying her shoes. Baudin leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.  
 
    “Where you off to?” 
 
    “Court. Handling a divorce for a rich couple that never shoulda got married.” 
 
    “Sounds fun. What’re you doin’ with the little guy?” Baudin said, biting Eric’s cheek and making him laugh. 
 
    “School in an hour. You’ll have to drop him off since we came down.” 
 
    “Love to. How ’bout it, squirt? You want me to drop you off?” 
 
    “Yes. But I want ice cream first.” 
 
    “Ice cream? For breakfast?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Heather glared at him. “Dad, don’t give in. Be strong.” 
 
    “Hey, what he wants, he gets. Have fun in court.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I don’t think that’s how court works.” 
 
    “Tell you what,” Baudin said to his grandson, “we’ll compromise. You can have a small ice cream at the restaurant, and then we gotta get to school.” 
 
    “Okay,” he said, feigning defeat.  
 
    Baudin tickled him, and Eric squealed and wiggled out of his grip.  
 
    “Race you, Grandpa!” 
 
    They raced to the restaurant, and Baudin let him win. When they got inside, he asked one of the cashiers for an ice cream cone, and they sat down in one of the booths.  
 
    “I like your stamps, Grandpa.” 
 
    Baudin looked down to his tattoos. He forgot they were there until someone else brought them up. The dragon was the most prominent, and he ran his fingers along it. “Thanks. I don’t want you getting stamps, though, buddy, until you’re old enough to really decide. Grandpa got these a long time ago, and now I’m stuck with them. They can never change.” 
 
    “I like them.” 
 
    Baudin stared down at the swirling colors and the mix of beauty and horror. The tattoos were a compilation of a life, one from each era. A constant reminder that he had lived and made mistakes but gotten through. The earlier ones, though, the ones gotten out of rage, out of hatred and angst… he could do without those. One in particular stood out to him. He had gotten it fourteen years ago after moving back to Los Angeles: a cityscape on his upper arm, geometrically pleasing buildings overlooking blue waters under a starry sky and a cream-colored home sitting on a hill in that fictional city. At least, he believed it was fictional. He had seen the house in a dream after leaving Cheyenne—a dream of serenity so profound, he actually regretted waking up from it.  
 
    “I like some of them, too,” he said. “But they’re not for everyone.” 
 
    Baudin checked his phone and saw he had a missed call from his wife. He took Eric’s hand and led him out of the restaurant while the boy licked away at his pink ice cream with his little pink tongue.  
 
    “You’re not gonna believe who just stopped by the house,” Keri said by way of greeting.  
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “I told him you were at the restaurant.” 
 
    “Who, Keri?” 
 
    Just then Baudin saw who it was as the man drove a gray Chrysler 300 into the parking lot.  
 
    “Never mind,” he said into the phone. He hung up and slipped the phone back into his pocket, his guts turning to ice.  
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    Baudin dropped Eric off at school and came back to his restaurant. The sign above the door read Veggie B’s, and he wondered if they should have come up with a catchier name, something that would stick in people’s heads. Keri was always telling him to change it to something that could be seen on a television commercial and remembered, but he didn’t want to be in a commercial. He didn’t understand the need so many people had to keep expanding, to keep looking to the future and avoiding the present. He had read once that the average person spent forty-seven percent of their time lost in thought, completely absent from the present moment. Life wasn’t that long—having now lived what was almost certainly more than half of his own, he knew how short it was. Spending nearly half that time in one’s own head seemed a tragedy, given that most people were always worrying about things that would never come to fruition. People, it seemed, could do anything but be happy with what they had.  
 
    Inside the restaurant, he saw the man again but couldn’t believe it: Kyle Dixon sat at a booth. He had gained at least sixty pounds, and his shirt was tight around his belly. His hair had thinned and dulled, the color having bled out of it, leaving white streaks at his temples as though someone had taken a paintbrush to his head.  
 
    Baudin sat down across from him. The light had left Dixon’s eyes, leaving them shadowed among the wrinkles. He looked beaten, as though he had been tossed into something he neither understood nor enjoyed, and the fight had left him with nothing.  
 
    “I never thought you’d open a business,” Dixon said.  
 
    “It’s not Halliburton, man. I give people good food for a fair price. That’s what capitalism is—at least what it should be.” 
 
    “I tried one of the burgers. Wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. But I nearly tackled some dude who walked away without payin’. Your cashier told me you have a rule that you feed the homeless for free. They’ll eventually bankrupt you. People take advantage of generosity.” 
 
    Baudin glanced out the window toward a couple walking in. He knew them. The girl was an escort, and her boyfriend was unemployed. Sometimes they could afford to pay, and sometimes they couldn’t. Baudin didn’t mind. He usually stopped by their table to say hello, and they told him stories—sometimes joyous, sometimes horrific—and asked his advice. He had become the father to them he knew they never had.  
 
    This time the girl, Tami, had a massive black eye and bruising along her jawbone, from her chin up to her ear. One of her eyes was swollen, and she’d tried to conceal it with makeup. 
 
    “Excuse me a second,” Baudin said.  
 
    He went to meet the couple at the door. “What happened?”  
 
    She looked down. “Just some john. It wasn’t nothin’, Ethan.” 
 
    Baudin turned to her boyfriend. “You let him get away with this?” 
 
    “There was, like, five of ’em,” he said, unable to look Baudin in the eye. “What could I do against five dudes?” 
 
    “Where are they?” 
 
    Tami shook her head. “We came here to eat.” 
 
    “Tami,” he said softly, “where are they?” 
 
    She looked around and fidgeted, as though trying to come up with a lie but unable to do so on the spot. “They’re at the River Rock Apartments, okay? I don’t want you to do anything, Ethan. It’s over. Just leave it alone.” 
 
    “What they look like?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Three black dudes and two white dudes. One of them drives a Cadillac. Like, a souped-up Cadillac.” 
 
    Baudin nodded and turned to his cashier. “This meal’s on me.” 
 
    They both thanked him. Baudin watched as they ordered. He could see the side of her face with the bruising. She was beautiful, exotically so, and every time he saw her, some of the beauty was ripped away. He wondered how many years she had before none of it was left. Tami was only twenty-one, and by thirty, Baudin expected she would be jobless with a long rap sheet, broke, and probably a drug addict. Besides showing her kindness whenever he got a chance, he didn’t know how to change her trajectory, or if he even could.  
 
    Baudin returned to Dixon’s booth. He had briefly forgotten about the man sitting across from him, and when Baudin sat down, the shock rocketed through him again.  
 
    “What are you doing here, Kyle?” 
 
    “Fourteen years, man. You coulda called me—emailed or something. Checked up on me.” 
 
    “Checked up on you? Are you shitting me?” 
 
    Dixon looked out the window. “I know. What happened wasn’t ideal. I didn’t have a choice. I did what I did for my family.” 
 
    “How is Hillary?” 
 
    “She’s good. We got three kids now, so it’s a zoo at our house. She’s a yoga instructor. How’s Heather?” 
 
    Baudin pulled a napkin out of the dispenser and dabbed at the sweat on his brow. “She’s a lawyer.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yeah. She works at a firm in Santa Monica. Married to a good guy. Mormon. Really helped her out when she needed it.” 
 
    Dixon folded his hands in front of him. “You look good. Fit.” 
 
    “I work out an hour every day. Jogging on the beach, lifting weights in the outdoor gym, whatever. Whatever I can do outside.” 
 
    “Not me, man. I’m chained to a desk ten hours a day.” 
 
    “You still work for Sandoval?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Sandoval retired ten years ago. I transferred back to the PD. I’m the chief now.” 
 
    “Good for you. It’s what you always wanted.” Baudin wanted this conversation to end as quickly as possible, but although it’d been fourteen years, the sting of betrayal still festered. “How many girls did you have to bury in the desert to get that job?” 
 
    Dixon’s jaw muscles tightened. “I ain’t never hurt a woman. Never. Not once.” 
 
    “But I’m sure Sandoval wouldn’t grant you freedom and not ask for anything in return.” 
 
    Dixon held his gaze a moment. “I had to do some dirt. That’s for certain. But I made sure it was always minimal. He’d tell me someone had to be taken care of, and I’d run ’em out of town instead. I wasn’t all bad.” 
 
    Baudin glanced back at Tami. “It’s been fun going down memory lane and all, but I gotta get back to work.” He started to rise, and Dixon touched his hand. Baudin looked down at it, as though it were a violation, and Dixon pulled away.  
 
    “I know you probably hate me for the choice I made, but what’s done is done. Nothin’ can change that. And that time you get to spend with that grandson of yours? That’s on account of what I did. You were the one that helped me cover up what happened. You’d be sharing a cell with me if I hadn’t taken Sandoval up on his deal.” 
 
    Baudin knew it was true, and it was a fact that haunted him. If Dixon hadn’t sold his soul, Baudin wouldn’t have any of the things he had now. Instead, he’d be in some cell, unable to sleep because every inmate in the place would be trying to get a piece of a former cop.  
 
    “What do you want, Kyle?”   
 
    “I need help on something.” Dixon set his phone on the table.  
 
    Baudin looked down at the photo being displayed. A girl lay flat on her stomach in the dirt. A slit went from her lower back up to her neck. The wound looked deep, and the flesh on the edges was loose, as though someone had tugged on it to make it more flexible, or she had been soaking in water for too long.  
 
    “What am I looking at?” 
 
    “The first vic,” Dixon said. “Nancy Jollie. Twenty-three years old. She worked at a tanning salon. No criminal history other than one ‘minor in possession of alcohol’ charge from five years back. I knew her dad.” Dixon swiped his finger across the phone, revealing another photo. “That’s the second vic.” He hesitated. “Candi-Jean Carlson.” 
 
    Baudin’s guts tightened. He glanced up at Dixon. Picking up the phone, he stared at the photo. The woman was facedown, just like the photo before, with a slit up her back. The photo had been taken at night. Blood had dried on her ribs and matted the back of her hair. Baudin could only make out the side of her face, but he had no doubt: it was her.  
 
    Candi had helped him and befriended him at a time when he didn’t have any friends in Wyoming. He had taken care of her when he could, dropping off money in her mailbox or getting her out of arrests. When he had left Wyoming for good, he hadn’t said good-bye, and he’d regretted it. She had been a working girl, prostituting herself since the age of fifteen. Every man in her life had up and left her without a good-bye, and Baudin hated that he had done the same thing.  
 
    “You sure it’s her?” he asked.  
 
    “Yeah, it’s her. Prints and dental, but I know who she is, too.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Hell if I know. The first vic was laid out on the edge of town in the desert. Candi-Jean was found three days ago in a playground, stuffed into a concrete pipe. I thought because you seemed to care about her, you’d want to know.” 
 
    Baudin lifted his eyes from the phone and slid it back to Dixon. “That was a long time ago.” 
 
    “I know. But she always talked about you. I looked out for her when I could. If she was ever picked up, I made sure nothin’ happened.” 
 
    “I appreciate that.” 
 
    Dixon nodded, staring at the photo. “That’s why I’m here. I need your help with this.” 
 
    “My help?” 
 
    “Yeah. We got two vics, and I’ve kept it out of the news, but there’s no way I’m gonna be able to cover it up forever. Especially when there’s a third, and there will most definitely be a third. He knows we can’t do shit.”  
 
    “Call the FBI for help.” 
 
    “I did. They sent an agent out here who gave me a profile, spent a few days looking at the evidence, and then said to call him if he kills again. They don’t care, man. If there ain’t some Mohammed or Abdul involved, they’re not devoting manpower to it anymore.” He paused. “And I don’t want them poking their noses where they don’t belong. I want it handled in-house if possible.” 
 
    “You got a whole department full of detectives, Kyle.” 
 
    “They don’t understand this type of thing. You know how rare serial murder is in Wyoming? It doesn’t happen. Besides Crest and Walk, I’ve never seen it. Other than a few of the hobos riding the trains. They’ll snatch a jogger or something, but nothing like this.” 
 
    “I haven’t been a cop for fourteen years. And even if I was, I wouldn’t help you.” 
 
    Dixon exhaled. “I figured that’s what you’d say, so I have a proposal.” 
 
    “Not interested.” 
 
    Dixon opened an app on his phone, revealing a document. “This is a record of every call placed by Sandoval the last year he was in office. See that number there? That’s the cell phone of a man named Andre Yarbrough. He’s a meth addict and dealer who sells to kids at the high school. Sandoval hired him to intimidate one of the teachers out of filing a police report against one of the school officers that was under Sandoval. I have the conversation recorded.” 
 
    “And how’d you get that?” 
 
    “I’m not stupid. I knew I couldn’t trust him, so I had some insurance policies.” 
 
    “You bugged his phone?” 
 
    “For six years. He placed all his important calls at night, and I’d record ’em. You wouldn’t believe some of the things I got.” Dixon leaned back in his seat. “So that’s your payment. You help me find the man that killed these girls, and I’ll give you everything I have against Sandoval. You can bring him down yourself—even put the cuffs on him, if you want. I don’t know what satisfaction it’s going to bring you to cuff a seventy-eight year old man, but it’s not my place to judge.” He looked out the windows and was quiet a while. “This really does seem like paradise, man. You got it good.” 
 
    “You should leave, Kyle. And my answer is no.” 
 
    Dixon rose. “Just think about it. I’ll be in town another day.” 
 
    He left, and Baudin watched as he slipped on his sunglasses and got into his car. He was different now. Not just the way everyone changed over time—something had forced Dixon to change so deep inside himself that he probably couldn’t even remember the man he used to be. Baudin turned away from the window and noticed Dixon had left a business card. “Kyle Dixon: Chief of Police.” 
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    Baudin waited until night fell. The California sky had so much light pollution that the stars were barely visible, unlike in Wyoming. That was the one thing he knew he missed. 
 
    He drove slowly through the city. Women in little more than lingerie already lined Colphil Avenue. The pimps never stood with their women. They sat in the coffee shops or hung out in the bars, but they always kept an eye out for their girls. The women working for escort companies tended to fare better, but it was still exploitation. The companies just weren’t violent, and therefore they didn’t get as much attention from the cops—unless somebody was running for reelection and wanted to appear tough on crime. Prostitutes were easy targets for a bust, though it was like cutting a branch off of a rotten tree instead of digging out the roots.  
 
    The white-and-baby-blue River Rock Apartments were close enough to the beach that Baudin could smell the salty brine and feel the wetness in the air. He parked at the curb rather than in the lot and sat quietly, listening to jazz on the radio as his eyes ran over the cars in the lot.  
 
    On the far right of the parking lot was a black Cadillac with custom rims, lifted at least half a foot. Baudin got out of his car, glancing around as he crossed the lot and avoiding what little light came from the street lamps. The Cadillac was parked in stall number A-5.  
 
    Baudin took the stairs quietly, reaching into his pocket for the thin nylon ski mask. He slipped it over his head before putting on the latex gloves he’d brought in his other pocket. He pressed his ear against the door of apartment A-5. He could hear two voices, both male. Baudin leaned back and bashed his foot into the door underneath the doorknob. The door splintered but didn’t fly open. He kicked it again and again before it swung wide.  
 
    Inside, one man sat on the couch with a video game controller in his hand, his eyes wide as golf balls. The other stood in the kitchen, in front of the fridge. Baudin pulled the .40-caliber Smith & Wesson that was tucked into his waistband. He fired one round into the knee of the man on the couch.  
 
    The man screamed as blood spattered across the carpet and coffee table. Baudin swung the gun over to the man standing in front of the fridge. He dropped the beer bottle he was holding and held up his hands.  
 
    “Just take what you want, man,” he said, his voice trembling.  
 
    The man on the couch shouted, “Fuck you.” 
 
    Baudin turned to him and fired another round into his good knee. The scream turned into a high-pitched shriek. He rolled up on the couch like a potato bug, blood flowing out between the fingers he pressed to the wounds.  
 
    “What do you want? Just take whatever you want,” the man in the kitchen said.  
 
    Baudin rushed him and swung with his weapon, the handle bashing into his teeth. The man dropped to the ground, and Baudin kicked him in the chest, making him suck in his breath as though he were drowning.  
 
    “You like hurting girls?” Baudin asked.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Baudin kicked him again, and he dry-heaved, a long strand of spit oozing from his mouth. Baudin sat on his chest and pushed the barrel of the weapon into the man’s mouth. “Give me all the money you have, and I might let you live.” 
 
    “Pake et,” he mumbled, the weapon still in his mouth. He pointed his finger over to the living room. “Bit hair,” he said. “Bits bite hair in the blawer.” 
 
    Baudin pulled the gun out and went over to the drawers the man had been pointing at, finding stacks of cash and an off-white substance rolled up in clear plastic bags. A slew of profanity escaped from the man on the couch, and Baudin turned to him and lifted his weapon.  
 
    The man began to weep and closed his eyes, turning away from Baudin. Baudin bent over him and whispered in his ear, “If you ever hurt another girl again, I’m comin’ back. And I’m aiming higher than your knees.” He grabbed the cash and left.  
 
    He ran across the parking lot and jumped into his car. He’d gone about a block before he had to pull over. Opening his door, he vomited over the pavement. Some of it splashed into his car. He wiped his mouth and leaned back in the seat. His heart was pounding so furiously it was making him dizzy. He felt like he was trying to breathe through sand. Taking a few deep breaths, he put the car in gear again and pulled away.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Baudin knew Tami lived in a hostel with her boyfriend. A lot of young kids lived there while they surfed the days away. Outside, at least five or six boys sat around in a circle sharing a joint. Baudin walked around them, the pungent odor of bad weed hitting his nostrils. The weed he had smoked when he was a kid was nowhere near as potent as what kids could buy now. He remembered mild euphoria and snacking. Now, it was powerful enough to rip people out of their lives and thrust them into a nightmare. Maybe that was all people really wanted anyway: to be somewhere else other than where they were. 
 
    The man at the front desk slept in a recliner behind the counter. Baudin started looking in the rooms. The first floor had no bedrooms, just a kitchen and several bathrooms. He took the stairs up to the second floor and began checking up there. Five or six people were meant to share a room the size of a small bedroom. On the far left corner was the smallest room, where he found Tami. Her boyfriend was taking hits out of a bong, his eyes the color of bloody raw steak.  
 
    Baudin dropped the wads of cash on the floor. Tami’s eyes took it in like it was alien technology. Slowly, she reached out and touched the cash, her fingers running over the bills.  
 
    “Enough to start a new life,” Baudin said. “But not here. This city is corrosive to the soul if you’re not careful. Take that money and move to a small town in the Midwest. Someplace you don’t know anybody. You can stop working the streets and get a job, your own place, and start a life. Or you can take it and buy dope—it’ll be gone in a couple of months, and you’ll be back on the street. I have no control over what you choose. It’s your life.” 
 
    Baudin turned and left without waiting for a reply. He was almost to his car when Tami ran out.  
 
    “Don’t worry about—” he began. 
 
    She threw her arms around him. Her body convulsed in quiet sobs. Baudin wrapped his arms around her and let her cry. When she was done, she kissed his cheek and went back inside. He watched her until she disappeared, and knew he would never see her again. One way or the other. 
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    The next morning, Baudin couldn’t concentrate on entering expenses, so he left the restaurant to go for a run. He changed and got his iPhone and ear buds. Keri had gone out, and the silence of the house bothered him. A silent house, for reasons he could never identify, set his teeth on edge.  
 
    He ran along the beach, letting the sun warm his face and exposed arms. Two dogs belonging to an attractive blonde ran up and followed him. Baudin sprinted to see how fast the dogs could go. They kept up for a few hundred feet and then dropped back.  
 
    The beach wasn’t crowded today, and the weather was perfect: hot and sunny, just as he liked it. Snow and heavy rain were a distant memory to him now, something seen in movies. 
 
    He looped back around on the surface streets, and a group of homeless men lying next to a strip mall waved to him. The homeless around the city knew him because he would never turn them away if they needed a hot meal. They took advantage at first, getting the meal to go and selling it for drug or booze money on the streets, so Baudin had instituted a rule: they got one meal a day, and they had to eat it in the restaurant. If they didn’t, they weren’t served again.  
 
    Keri thought he was crazy when he had first offered the homeless meals, and then it quickly became apparent that only a few people actually came in every day to eat. As one person had told him, “Food’s easy to find. What we need is beer.” 
 
    By the time he got back to his house, an hour and five minutes had passed. Every sensation of stress and anxiety had left him—all except the image of Candi lying facedown on sand with her back cut open. As he sat on his patio and listened to the waves, he closed his eyes and tried to push the image out, but it wouldn’t leave. He didn’t remember what the last thing he had said to her was, and it bothered him. He thought that it might’ve been that he wouldn’t let anything happen to her.  
 
    Once he’d caught his breath, he stood up and walked down to the beach and sat in the sand. The water looked green up close and sapphire farther out.  
 
    “Hey, stranger.” 
 
    Keri sat down next to him with a bag of clothing, newly purchased. Her tan legs were spread before her, and she tilted her head back, taking in the sun. Baudin was suddenly aroused, and it seemed indecent somehow that he would think about sex at this moment. He looked away from her legs and out over the ocean. 
 
    “Did you talk to him?” she said.  
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “What did he want? He wouldn’t tell me.” 
 
    “Some girls have been killed, and he wants help.” 
 
    “From you? Why?” 
 
    “He doesn’t want the FBI looking into everything he’s done.” 
 
    Baudin, despite being closer to Keri than to anyone he’d ever been close to, hadn’t told her the full extent of what he and Dixon had done. Dixon had shot a man, and Baudin covered up the killing. He didn’t want her to think of him as a murderer, and the secret ate at him every day. It wasn’t good for a marriage to have secrets, and he could see now why there were so many divorces: a divorce would’ve been easier than telling her the truth.  
 
    “You’re not thinking about it, are you?” 
 
    “I’ve done some bad things, Keri. That’s why I left Wyoming. It just seems like an open wound that won’t heal.” 
 
    “And you think helping Kyle is going to close the wound? You told me what he and that DA were into. You can’t seriously be considering working with them.” 
 
    “One of the girls that was killed was a woman I knew. She helped me on some cases, and I helped her out when I could.” 
 
    She took his hand. “You’re not a cop anymore.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I ever was.” 
 
    “Listen to me as your wife: you cannot go there. That’s a part of your past that you have to let go of.” 
 
    Baudin looked out over the sea. “We’ve got a good life here, I know that. But it eats at me sometimes. It’s unfinished, and I dream about it. Dream about arresting the old man I know is responsible for all the shit I saw back there. I can’t even imagine how many lives he’s destroyed.” 
 
    “So let them worry about it. Honey, it’s not your responsibility.” 
 
    He watched the white foam as the waves rolled into shore, and saw a child running along the beach. Surfers rarely came out at this time, but tourists were plentiful. He loved watching their faces as they saw the vastness of the sea. 
 
    “I feel like the world’s a worse place than when I was a kid. Like it’s this ocean of darkness that just goes on and on. But it’s never revealed to everyone, or even to most people. The way the world really exists is veiled. I’ve seen what it really is, first in war and then on the streets as a cop. I don’t think I can go back to the way I used to see things. It’s like the story of Adam and Eve—don’t learn too much because you can’t be innocent again.” 
 
    “Maybe you can’t be innocent again, but you can be happy by staying with me and our girls. Forget Wyoming. Let’s go on a trip.” 
 
    Baudin hesitated. “I killed someone.” 
 
    His veins went icy as he realized what he’d said. The words had come out so easily, like they had been pushing their way forward for so long that he could no longer control them. 
 
    “Randy isn’t Kyle’s son. His father was a man named Christopher Stuttle. Kyle found out and shot him. He was my partner, and I didn’t want him to go down for it, so I covered it up.” He held her gaze, and he could see the pain and shock in her eyes. “I cut up his body in his bathtub and hid it in the desert. I’ve killed men before, but not like that. I covered up a murder, which makes me a murderer, too.” 
 
    For a moment, neither of them moved. Then her eyes welled up with tears, and she stood. Baudin reached for her. 
 
    “Keri—” 
 
    “Don’t touch me,” she shouted, heading back to the house. 
 
    Baudin felt like chasing her, but he didn’t. He wondered if it was the act that shocked her or the fact that he had never told her. Despite fourteen years of marriage, she had just learned he had been keeping the darkest secret in his life from her.  
 
    He turned back to the ocean and watched the waves roll in, an image of a corpse in a white tub filling his thoughts. 
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    Baudin spent the rest of the day outside the city, in the canyons. Los Angeles had such a diverse environment that he could drive for an hour and feel as though he were in a different country. He hiked through Topanga Park and sat in the dirt. The breeze rustled through the trees, and he could hear voices farther back down the trail. That was another thing he preferred about Wyoming: there, he could find solitude. It seemed no matter where he went in LA, he could never be alone. 
 
    He stayed up there a long time, first meditating and then attempting to take a nap on a soft patch of long grass. Covering his eyes with his forearm, he listened to the conversations of the people that headed up and down the trail.  
 
    Déjà vu hit him like a wave of heat rolling over his body, as though his physical body had melted away and only his consciousness remained. Then he was at a small village that sat on a hill—Tikrit. When Baudin was there with the army, he had never paid any attention to it until someone, a young buck from Arkansas named Giles, told him that the village was over a thousand years old.  
 
    Baudin had hiked up to the village. The buildings had been thrown together out of mud and straw, loose pieces of sheet metal and wood, creating a disorienting Frankenstein’s-monster appearance.  
 
    Baudin spent the day in the village, watching people who hardly paid any attention to him. He had tea in the only store and listened to the conversations, though he couldn’t understand them. He had picked up some Arabic but had learned that every city, province, state, and region had its own dialect, some of them incomprehensible even to the next village. But the essence of the conversations weren’t lost on him. People rose late, worked in their gardens or with their livestock, took long lunches and even longer afternoon naps, and had no conception of what the outside world was like. Though extremely poor, they seemed extremely happy.  
 
    Baudin looked up at the Los Angeles sky. It was much bluer here than in Iraq. He didn’t know how that was possible, considering the pollution from the city. He took his time heading back down the hill. He wasn’t ready to go back just yet, so he sat down on the side of the trail, hiding his eyes from the harsh sun with a pair of sunglasses. Every once in a while, someone would go up or down the hill. He listened to their footsteps on the rocky trail getting farther and farther away.  
 
    Evening had arrived by the time he parked in his driveway. He got out and glanced at the ocean before going inside. Keri was sitting on the patio sipping a drink. He sat next to her without a word. They sat in silence until she placed her glass on the table in front of her and said, “I’m sorry I reacted that way.” 
 
    “You had a right to.” 
 
    “You didn’t kill that man. You were helping your friend. Just the image of you cutting up a body… I don’t know. I don’t see you as the outlaw. You’re my Ethan now, my husband. Thinking of you doing something like that—” 
 
    “I was a different man then. Impulsive. I didn’t believe in anything. I do now.” He reached over and put his hand on top of hers. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I didn’t want you to think less of me.” 
 
    “I could never think less of you. I know why you did it. I just don’t know why you’d want to go back to all that.” 
 
    “It feels… unfinished. I just want to finish it and then never think of that place again.” 
 
    She leaned over and kissed him. “Then you do what you have to do. We’ll always be here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The café had the striking lighting of a Van Gogh painting. It smelled of coffee and pastries baked in a large oven Baudin couldn’t see, but he could feel the heat even standing at the counter. He ordered a cappuccino and sat down by the windows.  
 
    Los Angeles looked different at night. The golden glow of street lamps and the brightly lit neon signs replaced the sun, but it was more than that. It had a different set of people. Every city had at its heart some center, almost like a village. A group of people that began the city and set the tone it would have for the rest of its existence. He wondered what the heart of Los Angeles was. What was the village it started as? What values were at its core?  
 
    Dixon walked in. Baudin looked up at him and was again amazed by how different he looked, how much more weighed down by life. Dixon grinned at him and ordered a sandwich and coffee. He brought the coffee over and sat down.  
 
    “I drink coffee before I go to bed sometimes,” Dixon said. “I like that warm feeling it gives me. Reminds me of my grandmother. She used to make a drink that was half coffee and half tea, mixed with, like, herbs and things. She was part Cherokee and into gathering things from the earth instead of buying them at the store.” He stirred in some cream. “I’m glad you called me.” 
 
    Baudin shook his head. “There’s no you and me, Kyle. You have to know that.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you expected me to do, man. I saved both our asses.” 
 
    “You sold your soul. I want no part of it.” 
 
    “Then why the call?” 
 
    “Because Sandoval is unfinished business. For both of us.” 
 
    The sandwich came, and Dixon smiled at the girl. “Thank you.” He took a bite and shook his head. “I’ll tell you this—the food out here is shit. I went to one of them fancy restaurants where you pay thirty-five bucks for a burger, ’cause I wanted to see what a thirty-five-dollar burger tasted like, and it was the size of a kid’s burger back home. Didn’t do nothin’ to fill me up. I had to go to McDonald’s on the way back to the hotel.” 
 
    Baudin looked out the window at the puddles of light cast on the sidewalk. A man stumbled by in a green coat, though it was easily ninety degrees. A lot of the mentally ill who had been released onto the streets after government cutbacks at the shelters and mental health clinics couldn’t gauge appropriate clothing to match the temperature. Baudin had once taken a homeless woman to a Burlington Coat Factory to buy her jeans and a shirt because she only had a pair of shorts and a T-shirt that she wore every day. 
 
    “I want you to answer me one question honestly,” Baudin said. “If I’m coming out there, I’m trusting you with my life and the future of my family. So the least you can do is answer one question honestly.” 
 
    “What?” he said with a mouthful of sandwich.  
 
    “How dirty are you?” 
 
    He shook his head and chuckled. “It’s not like that, man. I’m the chief of police. What I say goes.” 
 
    “You’re not the head of the animal.” 
 
    “I’m the spine. The head don’t do nothin’ without me.” 
 
    Baudin leaned back in his seat. Dixon put the sandwich down and wiped his hands with a napkin. 
 
    “You should know somethin’ ’bout it, though. The girls weren’t just killed. They had snakes stuffed inside them.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Exactly what I said, man. He cut ’em open and put snakes in there for us to find.” He shook his head. “Sick fuckers in this world, Ethan. I’m impressed sometimes people survived this long with each other.” He took another bite of sandwich and then slid the plate away from himself in disgust. “So you wanna fly out together?” 
 
    Baudin hesitated. It was his last chance to back out, and a moment he would remember—the moment he either turned Dixon down and decided to live with the fact that Sandoval would get away with everything he’d done, or the moment he risked everything and went back.  
 
    Finally, he shook his head. “No. I’ll get my own flight.” 
 
    He rose from the booth without speaking again, leaving Dixon to finish his sandwich alone. Outside, he could see Dixon flirting with the waitress and then placing a call.   
 
    That night, Baudin made love to his wife before packing his bags and booking a flight.  
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    The geography of the Mountain West was enormously different from southern California. Baudin had purposely not flown in the past fourteen years, and he’d forgotten how varied the middle of the country looked. Long stretches were nothing but flat brown dirt, and then the ground rose and broke into jagged mountains, then massive lakes took up the view across entire valleys.  
 
    Wyoming itself was mostly flat, a patchwork of green, gold, and brown squares. As the plane began its descent, he missed his grandson and his daughter and Keri’s touch. He didn’t know how long he would be out here and hadn’t been able to tell Eric he’d be gone for a while. Baudin would have to call him today and explain that he had to leave for work. It wasn’t uncommon for him to see his grandson five or six days out of the week, and he hoped the boy wouldn’t worry.  
 
    The plane touched down and slowed. When it came to a stop, Baudin retrieved his one carry-on bag—his only bag—and slowly shuffled off the plane.  
 
    As soon as he stepped out, the hot wind whipped his face. It wasn’t like the wind near the ocean. It was dry here, like someone opened an oven and the heat escaped in a powerful gush of air. He imagined stepping off a shuttle onto the surface of Mars might give the same feeling. 
 
    The terminal was nearly empty as Baudin strolled through. At the curb, a police cruiser was waiting for him, Dixon in the driver’s seat. Baudin tossed his bag into the backseat and got in next to him. Dixon pulled away from the curb and headed for the interstate.  
 
    “Flight okay?” Dixon asked.  
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    Dixon took out a package of cigarettes and offered him one.  
 
    “Don’t smoke anymore,” Baudin said.  
 
    “Seriously?” 
 
    “You got a murder book on the two vics?” 
 
    Dixon tossed the cigarettes into the backseat. “Yeah. Nothing’s done on paper anymore. I’ll give you a password for the department server. I’ll make sure you get your badge and gun, too.” 
 
    “I don’t need a gun.” 
 
    “Did you bring one?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “You need a gun, man.” 
 
    “I don’t plan on getting that close to this. I’ll give you everything I can about this guy, and you’re gonna help me arrest Sandoval, and we’re through. I’m not chasing anybody or firing a gun, Kyle. I’m looking at evidence and building a case.” 
 
    Dixon grinned. “If you say so.” 
 
    The station had been renovated and appeared modern—glass and steel instead of wood and brick. They parked in a reserved spot, and Baudin stepped out. He had forgotten how small Cheyenne really was. The cobalt sky appeared to go on forever, and the city seemed like a speck of dust before it.  
 
    Dixon said, “Got an office for you.” 
 
    He followed the chief of police inside the building. The interior had been completely renovated as well. The floors were carpeted, and the desks were large and clean. Rather than cubicles shoved together in front of a case board, the detectives had space to spread out.  
 
    “You’re in here,” Dixon said.  
 
    The office was small but had room for a desk, chair, computer, and a single poster of the desert up on the wall behind the desk.  
 
    “I’m giving you an assistant,” Dixon said. “Mariah will help you log in and get you whatever you need.” 
 
    “An assistant?” He looked out over the half dozen detectives in what had once been the bullpen. “Things have changed here, I guess.” 
 
    “New day, man. I upped the budget by almost fifty percent since you were last here. Streamlined everything so we don’t waste money on paper and bureaucracy. I even have enough for raises every other year. It’s a good department.” 
 
    Baudin leaned against the doorframe. “Why the show, Kyle? This is one case. Why bring me out and get me an assistant and open the doors of Camelot?” 
 
    “I told you, the feds are useless, and none of my detectives can work cases like these. People are dying, man. Besides, a serial killer on the loose makes me look bad. The longer he’s out there, the more vics there are, the worse I look. I want him caught quickly, and you can help me do that.” 
 
    “And I guess it doesn’t hurt that your old boss is going to go down, too, huh? Might be a promotion in there for you somewhere.” 
 
    “Sandoval helped me at a time when I needed it. I don’t feel any animosity toward him. I just knew that’d be the only way to get you here.” 
 
    Baudin stared at the poster of the desert. “What’s the endgame? Where’s this going for you?” 
 
    “What, the department?” 
 
    “Your life. Once Sandoval retired, you could’ve left. You didn’t owe him anymore. But you stayed. Why?” 
 
    Dixon shifted from foot to foot, glancing down. “I’m in line. Sandoval taught me that power isn’t taken, it’s given. I’m in line, and they keep giving me more. A few more years as chief, and I can become mayor, and… who knows? Governor after that, maybe. I can do a lot. I’ve put in my time, and I can start collecting my rewards.” 
 
    “And how many innocent people did you step on to get there?” 
 
    Dixon took a step closer and lowered his voice. “How many innocent people did you kill in that desert? Don’t think I don’t know. I got friends in the JAGs that can look up records. It’s all the same, man. The powerful run things. The weak wouldn’t know what to do with power.” 
 
    Baudin held his gaze a moment and then sat down. The chair was cool, and a fan hummed underneath the desk. “The alums from Sigma Mu, how many are still in power here?” 
 
    Dixon glanced around, and Baudin knew then he didn’t fully trust anyone in the department. “Come over for dinner tonight. There’s something at my house I want to show you.” 
 
    Dixon turned and left. Baudin let out a long breath. He was just booting up the computer when a woman walked in. She was young, midtwenties, with brown hair just past her shoulders and big, bright eyes, perfect lips, and not too much lipstick. Their eyes met for a moment, and she smiled.  
 
    “Hi, I’m Mariah.” 
 
    “Ethan. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    She sat across from him. “I’m your assistant while you’re out here, Detective. Anything you need, come to me.” 
 
    Baudin hadn’t been called “Detective” in so long that it felt awkward. It didn’t sit right. He ignored the discomfort and said, “Access to the server, so I can see the murder books on the cases I’ve been assigned.” 
 
    “No problem,” she said, writing something and then ripping off a slip of paper from a yellow legal pad she had with her. She slid the scrap over to him. “That’s your password. It’s set as your homepage in Explorer. Just enter your first initial and last name as your username and then that password. The two files should already be uploaded onto your account.” 
 
    Baudin picked up the scrap of paper. “Things seem a lot more efficient than when I was out here last.” 
 
    “Chief Dixon’s really brought the place up to speed. The laptops in the cruisers used to be about ten years old, but they get new ones every other year, now. The uniforms are new, the firearms, the training, the pay, everything’s better.” 
 
    “How long you been with him?” 
 
    “Three years. I’m his personal assistant, but he asked that I help you while you’re out here.” 
 
    “What’s the story on that? There’s plenty of detectives here.” 
 
    She grinned. “According to the chief, none of them are quite like you. He’s built you up into kind of a legend out here.” She rose. “Anything else?” 
 
    “No, thank you. Oh—where’s the nearest hotel?” 
 
    “The chief has a mother-in-law apartment. He set you up there.” 
 
    “I’d rather have my own place.” 
 
    “There’s a Marriot near the airport, then. My cell phone is on that Post-It sticking to the computer. Call me anytime if you need anything.” 
 
    When she left, Baudin turned to the computer. He made sure no one outside was looking and then slipped out a pair of glasses from his pocket, put them on, and began reading the first murder book. 
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    He read Candi’s file first. The photos that forensics had taken disturbed him, not because of the wound or the blood, but because Candi looked the same. She had been beautiful, or had once been beautiful, yet the lines of her face showed she’d had to fight for every inch of comfort in her life since the day she was born, and that was the look on her face when the tech lifted her head to get a clear shot.  
 
    Several snakes had been found inside her body. Baudin reread the line. Snakes had been put inside her. Her ribs had been snapped in half, her kidneys, liver, and lungs had been removed, and in their place were snakes. Baudin flipped through photos of the scene to find the snakes. He had never seen snakes like them before, dark black and brown with horns that protruded from their skulls. Their scales looked almost like hair.  
 
    He opened another window on his computer and did a quick Google search, coming up empty, before he began searching herpetology archives. He went through at least a hundred kinds of snakes and realized he wouldn’t be able to identify them this way. They weren’t common enough.  
 
    These snakes had been chosen, he realized. The man who killed Candi was trying to say something, and whatever it was, those snakes were the key. Baudin made a note to contact a herpetologist at the University of Wyoming as soon as he could, and then he read the rest of the file.  
 
    There was evidence of sexual intercourse before death, but not rape. The autopsy had already been performed. Murders were so rare here that the victims were examined right away, the same day. When he had been a detective in Los Angeles, he remembered having to wait days or even weeks before he could get an official cause of death. If the person was rich, the results would come more quickly, but if they were poor, or a prostitute, or homeless, the results would be placed on the bottom of the stack.  
 
    Candi’s purse had been recovered at the scene as well. Nothing was missing that the detectives could tell. Her credit cards, identification, and even cash were all still there. No next of kin was entered, and Baudin felt a twinge of sadness for a life half-lived without the love of family. There wasn’t a person in the world that would even miss Candi-Jean Carlson other than him.  
 
    Baudin tucked his glasses back in his pocket. He couldn’t read Nancy Jollie’s file yet. He needed time, so he went outside.  
 
    A bench across the street had the face of a real estate agent plastered across it. Baudin sat down and watched the traffic. The cars here weren’t the same kinds of cars as in LA. Most of what he saw here were older, except for the trucks, which were lifted and polished to a gleaming shine. One massive Ford truck had a skull and antlers mounted on the grill. The driver wore a baseball cap sideways, and when he stopped at the intersection, he flicked a cigarette out onto the pavement and noticed Baudin.  
 
    “What the fuck you lookin’ at?” he said.  
 
    Baudin didn’t say anything. When the man drove off, he flipped Baudin the bird and floored the gas, the loud rumbling and screech of rubber against tar echoing off the buildings.  
 
    Baudin took a walk around the block and called Keri then stopped before the call connected. Something about calling her right now seemed improper. He took a deep breath, put his phone away, and went back to his office.  
 
    Nancy Jollie didn’t look much different from Candi, other than Nancy was a brunette and Candi was a blonde. Nancy had been found on the outskirts of town, half a mile from an exit that led only to a truck stop. A couple of teenagers had been making out in a car near there and found the body, which had been lying facedown like Candi. And, like Candi, she had a slit up her back from the buttocks to the base of the neck. The same type of snakes had been found in Nancy, but none of Nancy’s organs had been removed, and her ribs were intact. He had probably realized he could only fit a couple of the snakes inside that way, and so the next time he’d snapped the ribs and took out the organs. He was learning.  
 
    Nancy’s autopsy had been completed, too. They had discovered alcohol and antidepressants in her system. She’d been found wearing a cocktail dress, and her nails and makeup looked like they had been done right before her death. Baudin opened Candi’s file again. Both women looked as though they had been going on a date or out to a club.  
 
    Nancy had been twenty-two and a college student. Her parents, Ralph and Melissa Jollie, lived in Cheyenne. Two siblings had moved out of state. Baudin wondered what she must’ve been like. The other siblings had fled the state as soon as they could, but she stayed. He wondered if it had been a conscious decision, if she was close to her parents or something along those lines, or if it had been of necessity. Maybe she just hadn’t learned how to live on her own. He made a note in his phone of the parents’ address and phone number. 
 
    The rest of the reports were narrative interviews of relatives and friends. No witnesses had been found for either murder, and detectives didn’t like thin murder books, so they filled them with irrelevant information gleaned from friends and coworkers. Baudin skimmed them and then stared at the photos again.  
 
    He picked out the clearest one of a snake and printed it, hoping that the station had a color printer. It did, he learned when he retrieved it: a massive printer just out in the hall, no doubt another benefit of Dixon’s improved budget. The snake’s yellow eyes seemed to light on fire from the flash of the camera. He put the photo in a manila envelope he stole off a desk and headed out of the station. Nancy’s parents were within walking distance.  
 
    Mariah came out of her office, heading toward the water fountain with a bottle, when she noticed him. “Where you goin’?” 
 
    “Just interviewing somebody. Is there a badge I could borrow?” 
 
    “Hold on.” She reached into a drawer at her desk, retrieving a silver shield. She handed it to him and said, “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine.” 
 
    “Sorry, boss’s orders. I’m your guide.” 
 
    “My guide or his spy?” 
 
    “Either one.” 
 
    “I was just gonna walk, but looks like you’re driving.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mariah’s car was an Impala and looked brand new. Baudin got into the passenger seat, and the scent of perfume hit him. The entire car smelled like she did. It was a pleasant scent but something he had never smelled before.  
 
    She started the car and said, “Where we headed?”  
 
    Baudin gave her the address. “Parents of Nancy Jollie.” 
 
    She pulled out of the lot and into the street. “Poor people. What it must have been like to have a cop show up and say your baby was killed like that… I can’t even imagine it. You have kids?” 
 
    “One, a daughter. Heather. And a grandson.” 
 
    “Grandson? Really?” 
 
    “That’s flattering but unnecessary. I don’t mind getting older. There’s a dignity in it that Western cultures have forgotten about. Just… it’s easier to find peace. Little things don’t bother you.” 
 
    “Little things or conspiracies?” 
 
    “You’ve been talking to Kyle?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s told me everything about you. He’d never say it, but I think he was really hurt when you left. He said one day you just decided you were going to move back to LA and didn’t even say good-bye to him.” 
 
    Baudin didn’t respond. He kept his eyes on the city, trying to pick up on the change. Something about it was different. It was subtle, just underneath the surface, but he saw something emerging. Something that was emerging in every city in the world. 
 
    The city, though still small, had grown considerably in the past fourteen years. An adult video store stood on a corner next to a cigar shop. Fourteen years ago, he was certain the people in this neighborhood wouldn’t have put up with a porn shop.  
 
    “I saw the photos,” Mariah said.  
 
    “Which ones?” 
 
    “The snake. I just… I knew working for the police department would be interesting, but I never thought I’d see stuff like that. You ever seen something like that before?” 
 
    Baudin thought back to his stint in Sex Crimes with the LAPD. He remembered one case where a man had shoved a live rat inside a woman’s vagina.  
 
    “No.” He didn’t feel like talking about that right now.  
 
    “So, what do you think so far?” 
 
    “The snakes are important.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “He chose them carefully. I searched the web to find out what kind of snakes they were and couldn’t find them, which means they’re extremely uncommon. He’s telling us something.” 
 
    Baudin didn’t speak again until they pulled up at a little white house with a yellowed lawn and a fence. Mariah parked the car, and he said, “Wait here,” and stepped out. He hadn’t done this in so long, he wasn’t sure exactly what he was going to say or do. These people had been through the worst tragedy a parent could go through. If Baudin wasn’t careful with his words, it could be salt on the wounds. There were details that were always left out of a homicide when discussing it with the parents of the victim, and he didn’t know what they had or hadn’t been told.  
 
    He approached the door and glanced at a political sign the Jollies had on their lawn—some local race with a name Baudin didn’t recognize, reminding him that this wasn’t his city anymore. 
 
    Next to the porch was a flower bed, but the flowers had long since withered and died. He took out the shield Mariah had given him and clipped it to his belt. His heart beat faster, and he realized that, for the first time in his entire life, he was nervous about talking to somebody. He closed his eyes and thought of Candi lying facing down in a playground. Then he knocked.  
 
    A moment later, a woman answered. She was dressed in a tank top with jeans and, though middle-aged, had a youthful appearance and lean, muscular arms.  
 
    “Mrs. Jollie?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I’m Eth—Detective Ethan Baudin. I’m helping the Cheyenne Police Department on your daughter’s case.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said.  
 
    “I was wondering if we could talk for a sec.” 
 
    She nodded. “Come in.” 
 
    Baudin entered the home. He stood by the doorway until she closed the door and went into the living room. The house had photos of Nancy Jollie everywhere, either with her siblings or by herself. Baudin sat in a chair next to the couch. Mrs. Jollie sat down on the couch, lit a cigarette, and crossed her arms. She didn’t speak first and didn’t watch Baudin. She kept her eyes on the floor and wouldn’t look at him. 
 
    “Melissa, right?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you want me to come back when Ralph is here?” 
 
    “No, it’s fine. I’ve been through everything already with the other detectives. Just ask what you’re going to ask.” 
 
    Baudin exhaled and looked at one of the photos. It was Nancy on the beach, flexing her biceps like a bodybuilder. A younger boy stood in front of her in the same pose, and behind them, the ocean churned a light green.  
 
    “Did she have a son?” he said.  
 
    “No, that’s her little nephew, Todd.” 
 
    Baudin nodded. “She’s beautiful. Stunning, really.” 
 
    “She always had the looks. I used to be into all that. My mother had me doing beauty pageants when I was four. I forced Nancy to do it when she was younger, and she won Ms. Teen Wyoming, but as soon as she turned eighteen, she quit. She never liked it.” 
 
    He’d known many escorts and adult film stars whose parents had forced them into beauty pageants when young. Beauty pageants were only about winning. If twenty people competed, nineteen of them lost. The mothers taught the young girls that victory was all that mattered, and when the girls inevitably began to lose, it destroyed their self-esteem. If they learned the lesson that their beauty could get them things, and that those things were the only ones that mattered, somewhere along the line the girls decided working a regular job didn’t suit them, and they looked for other ways to support themselves. Many of the girls that had come across his desk in Sex Crimes had been former beauty queens and models. Beautiful women were seen by the world as a commodity to be used up, despite the perception sold to the public that it was an ideal to strive for.  
 
    “Was she dating anyone at the time of her death?”  
 
    “She always had a lotta men. I could never keep up. I know there was some businessman, some real estate investor or something, and there was an actor, too.” 
 
    “Do you have their names?” 
 
    “No. We didn’t talk much about that. She showed me some pictures, though. Might still be on her phone.” 
 
    Baudin made a note to look at the phone. “Did you talk to her the day she died?” 
 
    “Yes. Just in the morning.” She sucked on her cigarette. “She wanted to have breakfast the next morning. I said how ’bout dinner, and she said she’d rather do breakfast.” 
 
    “Did she say why she couldn’t do dinner?” 
 
    Melissa shook her head. “No. I didn’t think anything of it.” 
 
    Baudin took out the photo of the snake. “Does this snake mean anything to you?” 
 
    She looked at it curiously and said, “No. Should it?” 
 
    So that was the detail the detectives had left out. He put the photo away and looked around, his eye caught by a particular photo on the mantel. He went over to it. Nancy was dressed in a red dress with heels, a man on her arm who was not one of her brothers. The same man appeared in a couple of other photos nearby, he noticed. “Who is this man? The older one?” 
 
    “Her ex-boyfriend, I think. I just liked how pretty she looks, so I kept those.” 
 
    Baudin stared at the wrist of the man. He could barely see it; it was just sticking out slightly from his sleeve, but he thought the tattoo was unmistakable: it was the head of a snake.  
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    Mariah drove Baudin back to the station, asking him all about Los Angeles the way a child might: what color was the ocean, and did sharks really swim near the surfers. Baudin guessed that, like a lot of people he had met in Cheyenne, she had never left the state or maybe even the city, other than hiking or camping in the surrounding deserts. 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to go to LA,” she said. “See Hollywood and Sunset Boulevard.” 
 
    “Sunset Boulevard is a ghost you wouldn’t even notice driving past. A single street with dying businesses on either side. Its myth is an illusion, just like Hollywood. Cheyenne’s not a bad place.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s all about where you grew up, right? If I’d grown up in LA like you, I’d like Cheyenne, too. It’s all about the new.” 
 
    “I didn’t say I liked Cheyenne, just that it’s not a bad place.” 
 
    Once they were inside, he stopped and turned to her in an empty section of hallway. “Why are you working for Kyle?” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I mean you don’t seem like a person who’s going to make a career out of being a police secretary. You’re not the type.” 
 
    “What’s the type?” 
 
    “Whatever it is, you’re not it.” 
 
    “I’ll take that as a compliment for now.” 
 
    “You should. So why?” 
 
    “I like the chief. He’s a good man, and those seem rare enough.” 
 
    “Good men are the rarest animal. Maybe even an extinct animal. I’d be careful where you put that trust.” Baudin folded his arms and looked down at his shoes. He had brought only boat shoes with him. He wondered if, unconsciously, he wanted to dress as little like a cop as possible. “Where’s the evidence room?” 
 
    “Downstairs. Do you need help?” 
 
    “No, I’m fine. Thanks.” 
 
    “Don’t forget you’re having dinner with the chief tonight.” 
 
    Baudin headed down to the basement. Nothing was the same, and he wondered why they hadn’t just moved to a new building rather than renovate. The evidence room was at the end of the hall, and Baudin opened the door and stepped in. An officer in uniform sat behind the counter staring at a computer screen. He looked up and said, “Who are you?” 
 
    Baudin could see he was staring at his badge. “Ethan Baudin. I’m helping out the chief with a case.” 
 
    “Oh? I ain’t heard nothin’ about it.” 
 
    “Give him or Mariah a ring.” 
 
    He waited while the officer called upstairs. Baudin wasn’t sure who he spoke with, but he looked Baudin up and down and then replaced the phone.  
 
    “Okay,” the officer said, “what you need?” 
 
    “The phone in the Nancy Jollie murder. You know the case?” 
 
    “Hell, everyone knows it. Everyone that’s a cop, anyway. But soon the papers’ll know it, too. Can’t keep this thing bottled up for long.” 
 
    Baudin knew that cops liked doing favors for reporters. Someday down the line, if some negative story about the cop was going to be made public, they could call in that favor and put a positive spin on things. Sometimes they got a little bit of cash in exchange for information. Either way, he had no doubt that the officer was right: Kyle couldn’t keep this secret for long.  
 
    “I’m in a little bit of a hurry.” 
 
    The officer rolled his eyes but retrieved it for him. It was sealed in a plastic bag, and Baudin reached for a box of latex gloves on the counter. He snapped them on, and the officer unsealed the bag for him. Baudin took the phone and hesitated for a second, as though it was some violation to look through it. Then he pressed the power button.  
 
    The phone turned on and, luckily, wasn’t password protected. Baudin scrolled through the photos. She had hundreds of them. He got into a rhythm of flipping through them quickly: her at the mall, at a beach, on dates, with children that were probably related to her, with puppies, at parks. Then he saw it—a photo taken at what looked like a fancy dinner or fundraiser, with the same man he’d seen in the photo on the mantel, his arm around Nancy’s waist. He was angled away from the camera so Baudin couldn’t make out the tattoo. He looked familiar, for some reason. 
 
    Are you who I’m looking for? Could it really be that easy? 
 
    He flipped through the rest of the photos and didn’t find any more of that man. He went into Nancy’s contacts and recent calls and wrote down every number. He played through some of her videos, too. One was of Nancy at a park, filming a little puppy that was bouncing around in front of her. Baudin heard her voice. She sounded fourteen or fifteen instead of twenty-two and had the slight twang of Cheyenne natives. He played the video twice before returning the phone to the officer.  
 
    “Sign here,” the officer said.  
 
    Baudin had to sign the evidence log and was now officially part of the chain of custody. If this case ever went to trial and the phone was used as evidence, he would be subpoenaed and have to come out to testify. Just the fact that he was officially involved in this case seemed out of place to him. What business did he really have being here?  
 
    He stepped out of the station and stood on the sidewalk. He dialed Keri, and it rang a few times before she answered.  
 
    “I thought you’d be at yoga,” he said. “I was just gonna leave a message.” 
 
    “I’m heading in right now. How’s cowboy country?” 
 
    “A lot different, but also the same. Like… the buildings are different and the cars, but the people are the same. The feel of the place… I miss you.” 
 
    “I miss you. When do you think you’ll be home?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I saw something that I don’t think the initial detectives saw. It might be something. If it is, this will be quick. I don’t plan on staying long. I’m going to give it my best shot and then come home, arrest or no arrest. I should never have come.” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “It’s not my place anymore.” 
 
    “Ethan, your place is wherever you need to be. And it seemed like right now, you needed to be out there. For whatever reason.” 
 
    He ran his hand through his hair. “Yeah. Well, I won’t be long. I promise.” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    “Have fun at yoga.” 
 
    “I will. And be careful. I couldn’t handle it if anything happened to you.” 
 
    He grinned. “I’ll be fine. Just talking to people and looking at reports.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “Love you, too.” 
 
    He put the phone back in his pocket and looked toward the horizon. The sun was at its zenith, the sky painted gold. He watched the clouds for a long while and then decided to ask Mariah for a ride to Dixon’s house. 
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    Mariah told him Dixon had issued him a car from the car pool. It was old and beat up, but Baudin preferred it to begging rides. When he got it on the interstate, he found out the car began to tremble at any speed higher than fifty. He had to stay in the far right lane to avoid being honked at. 
 
    GPS led him to a neighborhood he’d never been to back when he had lived in Cheyenne, upper-middle class with nice lawns and shining cars in every driveway. He found Dixon’s address and parked in front. No one else was parked in the driveway. It was too early for dinner, so he left the car on with the weak air conditioning running and listened to a classic rock station. He closed his eyes and leaned his head back against the seat. The heat soaked into his skin and got into his blood. His cheeks flushed, and he could feel the heat behind his eyelids. When sweat began to roll down his neck, he turned the car off and got out.  
 
    A young man answered his knock on the door. Baudin was about to ask if he had the right place when he recognized the nose and the eyes of the boy’s father. But the long fingers and the sandy hair weren’t Dixon’s. Baudin saw that other man at night in his dreams and knew he would never forget them.  
 
    “Randy?” Baudin asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m… I’m, uh, Ethan Baudin. I used to work with your dad. Is he here?” 
 
    “Yeah.” The boy turned. “Dad, it’s for you.” 
 
    Baudin didn’t go inside. He waited until Dixon came out and said, “Don’t just stand there, come in and eat.” 
 
    Baudin went inside and saw a table already set. The scent of frying food hung in the air. He stepped around the corner to the kitchen, where Dixon took two beers out of the fridge and handed him one. Dixon leaned against the counter and took a long swig. 
 
    “Car okay?” 
 
    “It’s fine.” 
 
    “Heard you talked to the Jollies. They’re good people.” 
 
    Baudin sipped his beer. Mariah must’ve called him when they got back to the station. “What did you want to show me?” 
 
    “Food first.” 
 
    Baudin sat at the table, and Dixon sat next to him. A door opened somewhere in the house, and Hillary Dixon came around the corner. She froze when she saw him. Though her hair was speckled gray and crow’s-feet lined her eyes, she was still as beautiful as Baudin remembered.  
 
    “Hello, Ethan.” 
 
    Baudin rose and said, “Thank you for having me over.” 
 
    “Anytime,” she said, heading to the pots on the stove and turning away from him.  
 
    A little boy ran into the room, his head just taller than the edge of the table. “Mama! Can I watch TV?” 
 
    “We’re about to eat. You can watch after you’ve finished.”  
 
    “He looks just like you,” Baudin said to Dixon.  
 
    “Yeah, he’s a handful, that little monster. Woke me up the other day by dumpin’ sand on my face while I was in bed. Don’t even know where he would get sand up here, but that’s what he did. Kids are a mystery.” 
 
    Baudin nodded, then he leaned toward Dixon so Hillary wouldn’t hear. 
 
    “I’m tired, Kyle. I can just grab something on the way back to the hotel. Just show me what you’re gonna show me.” 
 
    “You won’t even eat with me?” 
 
    “I’m not here for you. I’m here for Sandoval.” 
 
    Dixon took another drink of beer. “Fine. Come downstairs.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    Baudin followed him into the basement. It was fully furnished and carpeted and looked like a nice apartment. Dixon headed down a hallway and put a code into a door. It unlocked, and he stepped inside, Baudin right behind him.  
 
    The room held a desk, a couch, and several filing cabinets. Files were stacked everywhere they could fit. Photos of men hung on the wall, their names written underneath. Baudin recognized them: the alumni of Sigma Mu, the men he’d been after when he still lived in Cheyenne. At the top was Mike Sandoval. Most of the others had red marker streaked across their photos.  
 
    “The ones with the red dash, they’re dead or in prison. Only Mike and this guy, Cooper, are still out.” Dixon put his hands on his hips and looked around. “This is the end of your quest, man. You were obsessed with getting all these guys, but time did your work for you. Cooper’s got Alzheimer’s and wouldn’t know what the shit we were talkin’ about if we confronted him. Sandoval’s in a retirement home. His family abandoned him there. The only person who visits is me. There’s no grand conspiracy, man. These were guys that got corrupt and did horrible things, but they’re all gone now. You still want to get Sandoval, that’s fine, that’s what I promised you, but there’s nothing there. Go visit him tomorrow. I’ll give you the address and let the staff know you’re comin’. And if you still think he’s the evil bastard you thought he was, I’ll give you everything you need to take him down. But visit him first.” 
 
    Baudin stared at the photo of Sandoval. For so long, hatred for that face had driven his soul. There was a time when taking down Mike Sandoval was the only goal of his life, forsaking his family, friends, and even himself in the pursuit.  
 
    Staring at him now, hatred wasn’t what he felt. He felt nothing.  
 
    “All right,” he said. “I’ll visit him.” 
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    Baudin left without eating. He thanked Hillary and told her that he was just really tired. She said she was sorry to see him leave, but he could see in her face she was relieved. He reminded her of things she wanted to leave buried.  
 
    Dixon walked him out to his car. He bent down, looking in through the driver’s-side window. “When this fucker kills again, I probably won’t be able to keep it out of the papers. Then I’m gonna have everyone breathin’ down my neck, askin’ for progress. These girls were killed a few weeks apart, so if we’re lucky, we might have another week ’n’ a half or so. That’s how long you got. After that, I’ll have to call the feds back. Let them take the heat, though it looks bad to have to call them.” 
 
    “I’m just looking at the evidence, Kyle. If something’s there, it’s there. I didn’t come out here with any guarantees.” 
 
    “I know. I’m not expecting miracles, but you were the best investigator I ever knew. Not a good cop, but a great investigator. If you can’t find this guy, then I know I can’t either.” He looked back to the house. “You wanna take some dinner with you?” 
 
    “I’m not hungry, but thanks.” He started the car and pulled away. In his rearview, he saw Dixon watching him until he disappeared into the darkness.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Baudin decided not to be stingy and opted for the Marriot rather than some motel down on State Street. He checked in and got a room on the fourth floor, overlooking the pool. He kicked off his shoes and stood at the window. A family was splashing around in the pool, the mother sitting to one side of the pool, as though trying to get a suntan at night. The shouts of the children wafted up to his room, and Baudin opened the window so he could hear them more clearly.  
 
    He lay on the bed and stared at the ceiling for a while before taking out the photo of the snake. The eyes seemed like flames in concentric circles of gold and yellow-brown, perfect in their emptiness. He’d seen eyes like that on men, too, empty of any semblance of compassion or empathy.  
 
    He put the picture down and called his wife, but she didn’t answer. He turned on the television, instead. Flipping through a few channels, he came to a documentary about the Vietnam War. A historian was being interviewed about it, about the necessity of it. Baudin turned the television off. He went to the mini-fridge and got two bottles of whiskey. Sitting by the window, looking down on the family, he opened the first one and drank.  
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    Baudin woke early and went for a run. Running through the city was not the same as running on the beach, and within minutes he knew that the sound of car engines and buses was throwing him off. He ended his run early and went back to the hotel to change. Wearing jeans and a jacket, he got some fresh fruit from the café downstairs with a cup of black coffee. 
 
    Driving to the station, he was struck by how much he missed the palm trees and sunshine. It wasn’t that the sun wasn’t out—it was. It seemed to be screened through something, some thin gray haze that hung over the city. The sky just didn’t seem as blue here, and he didn’t know if that was in his head or not.  
 
    At the station, he went inside to the office set up for him, closed the door, and sat in his chair, his arms firmly planted on the armrests and his head leaned back. He relaxed as much as he could and then began to meditate. He mentally repeated his mantra to the exclusion of all else. Thoughts began to drift in and out of his consciousness. 
 
     The image of his wife and daughter, laughing and playing in the sand, running to him, throwing their arms around him… Then the cold, dead eyes of a snake. He’d push the snake away, but it would keep coming back. 
 
    He did this for what he guessed was a few minutes and then gave up on it. He couldn’t concentrate. Inhaling a deep breath and letting it out through his nose, he opened his note-taking app and picked up the office phone.  
 
    He began calling the numbers he had gotten from Nancy Jollie’s cell phone. Most were friends, and he quickly got off the line with them. He left a few voice mails. One deep, bass, male voice said that his name was Mitch Newton.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Mitch,” he said. “Nancy died last week.” 
 
    A long pause. “I didn’t know.” 
 
    “When was the last time you saw her?” 
 
    “I didn’t see her much. I don’t know nothin’. Excuse me, Detective, but I got work to do.” 
 
    “Sure, but if you wouldn’t mind, if I could just get your address in case I need to pop in.” 
 
    “Why would you need to… ‘pop in?’” 
 
    “I don’t know, just if I can’t reach you by phone and I need to talk. Your date of birth, please, too.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Newton gave the address. “I ain’t givin’ my birthday over the phone to someone I never met, though.” 
 
    Baudin wrote Newton’s name and address down and then called the rest of the numbers. When he was done, he went over to Mariah’s office.  
 
    “Hey, can you run a background check for me? Employment and all that stuff, too.” 
 
    “Sure. For who?” 
 
    “Mitch Clegg Newton. Don’t have a DOB, but I got his address.” 
 
    “No prob. Give me twenty.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Baudin went back to his office and sat down. He swiveled in his chair for a while and then stopped and glared at the poster of the desert behind the desk. It wasn’t the local desert. It was the Sahara or Death Valley, someplace completely inimical to life. And yet life flourished there. At the bottom of the poster were plants and soft yellow grass. Underneath the sands, he guessed, were sand spiders, scorpions, and snakes. Even in the worst environments, somehow life managed to live and find it worthwhile.  
 
    His computer dinged, and he saw he had a message from Mariah. Attached to the message was the life history of Mitchell C. Newton.  
 
    The first thing Baudin did was go down to his DMV photo. The tip of another tattoo stuck out on his neck, but he couldn’t make out what it was. And despite having gained about thirty pounds and lost some of his hair, it was the same man from the photo with Mariah on her mother’s mantel. 
 
    Baudin read his criminal history, which consisted of two charges, both domestic violence. The probable cause statements on the cases had been included. Newton had beaten his first wife unconscious and thrown her onto the sidewalk with her clothes. The second incident was a live-in girlfriend he’d strangled. She managed to get away after grabbing a kitchen knife and plunging it into his cheek.  
 
    Violent, reckless, lacking in empathy. He was the best candidate Baudin could get. He wrote down Newton’s current address and his workplace: a sports supplement company just inside Cheyenne. Baudin remembered the place, having been there before on a call of sexual battery after a woman was groped by a coworker walking out to her car. Baudin remembered now that the assailant had been Newton. The charges were dropped because the woman changed her mind and refused to cooperate. 
 
    As he rose, Dixon came into the office. He was wearing a suit and tie. “Where you off to?” he asked.  
 
    “Interviewing someone that I think dated Nancy Jollie.” 
 
    “I’ll come along.” 
 
    “You don’t have to.” 
 
    “I want to.” 
 
    They headed outside. Baudin took out a stick of gum and put it in his mouth. He walked toward his car, but Dixon said, “Let’s take mine.”  
 
    Dixon’s car, as it turned out, was a brand-new Mercedes. The car rode smoothly, far nicer than anything Baudin had ever driven. Dixon took the service roads, listening to quiet country music. Baudin stared out the window.  
 
    “You missed out on a good dinner last night,” Dixon said. “She’s a helluva cook.” 
 
    “I remember.” He looked at Dixon. “Is she happy?” 
 
    “What kinda question is that?” 
 
    “I’m just wondering.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because she looked… sad.” 
 
    “Sad how?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Forget I said anything.” 
 
    “No, you brought it up. How did my wife look sad?” 
 
    “Forget I said anything.” He sighed. “I shouldn’t be out here, Kyle. I’ll follow up on a couple of things, and then I’m heading home.” 
 
     “You can’t just leave,” Dixon mumbled. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Because I need your help.” 
 
    “I don’t give a shit that you need my help.” 
 
    “Well, then Candi needs your help.” 
 
    He looked back out the window. “She’s dead, man. My coming out here was a mistake.” 
 
    The address was in a part of town filled with warehouses and factories. Dixon parked in a reserved spot with an employee’s name on a sign. Inside, a secretary sat behind a large desk, her curly hair spilling down over a blue suit. She smiled and said, “Can I help you?” 
 
    Baudin showed her his badge and said, “Mitch Newton, please.” 
 
    “One moment.” 
 
    The two men stepped away from the desk and stared out at a warehouse across the street. The glass was clean and the floors freshly mopped, but it still had the scent that factories could never get rid of, somewhere between grease and burnt plastic. 
 
    “What’s your son’s name?” Baudin asked.  
 
    Dixon kept his gaze out the windows. “Earl. After his grandfather. I have a daughter, too. Elizabeth. You gonna visit Sandoval today?” 
 
    “I don’t know. If I’m leaving, there’s no point.” 
 
    “And when you see the face of the next girl on some website, what then? What’re you gonna feel?” 
 
    Baudin didn’t answer right away, and the secretary said, “He’ll see you now,” before he could.  
 
    They were led back to an office past a cubicle farm. Mitch Newton sat at a desk with his feet up. He wore at least half a dozen rings and was obese, much bigger than his DMV photo. His skin had the deep orange of someone who used too much fake tanning lotion, and his pearly-white teeth stood out like white marble in dirt.  
 
    “Officers,” he said, not taking his feet off the desk, “what can I help you with?” 
 
    Dixon sat down, though Baudin remained standing. He put his hands in his pockets and ran his eyes over the man’s desk. No photos of women or children. Two of him: one holding a buck he had just shot, and another of him standing next to a mako shark hanging upside down off a pier. Blood and gore oozed from the shark’s mouth, and Newton’s hand rested on its dorsal fin, a wide smile on his face. 
 
    “Tell us about Nancy Jollie, Mr. Newton,” Baudin said.  
 
    Newton paused, his gaze going from one man to the other. “When you said you’d pop in, I didn’t think it would be this soon.” 
 
    “Please answer the question.” 
 
    He sighed. “What about her?” 
 
    “You two were in a relationship, weren’t you?” 
 
    “What is this about? Her death? I didn’t even know until you told me. I don’t really feel like getting grilled right now.” 
 
    Dixon said, “Listen, dipshit, I’m not in the mood. Answer the question, or you’ll be having this conversation in handcuffs in a cell.” 
 
    “I haven’t done anything. You can’t arrest me. Now, if you don’t mind, both of you can fuck off.” 
 
    Dixon shot to his feet. He walked to the door, brushing past Baudin, and shut it. He took out a can of pepper spray, turned around without a word, and sprayed Mitch Newton in the face. The man screamed and put his hands over his eyes, falling out of his chair. 
 
    Baudin knocked the spray out of Dixon’s hand. “What the hell you doing, man?” 
 
    “I gave him a choice. He chose.” 
 
    “It’s coercion! If he confesses to anything, how you gonna get it into court after you sprayed him in the face?” 
 
    “It’s not goin’ that far.” Dixon strode over to Newton, on the floor behind his desk. “You ready to answer some questions?” 
 
    “You fuckers!” 
 
    Dixon looked around and saw his pepper spray against the wall. He grabbed it and pointed it toward Newton. “Hurts just as bad the second time.” 
 
    Newton’s eyes were shut but still red rimmed, his nostrils beginning to dribble mucus. The entire room was filling with spray, and Baudin had to open the door and step outside. It didn’t seem to bother Dixon as much, but he followed, pulling Newton along behind him.  
 
    “Go to the bathroom and wash up,” Dixon said. “When you’re done, I’m gonna ask you again if you’re ready to answer some questions or not.” 
 
    Baudin watched as Newton ran to the bathroom but not before stopping and throwing up in the hallway. Several of the employees in the cubicles were on their feet now, watching. Dixon shouted, “Bad tuna fish for lunch. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Newton was gone ten minutes before Baudin saw him shuffle back toward his office, his face pink from the scrubbing it took in the bathroom. He passed them without a word and went into a conference room.  
 
    Before Dixon could follow, Baudin set a hand on his arm. “You can’t do that shit,” he whispered.  
 
    Dixon grinned. “Look who’s all law and order now? You remember what you told me, Ethan? There is no law.” 
 
    Baudin remembered saying it, maybe even believing it, but he didn’t anymore. Dixon had done something that he himself would’ve done fourteen years ago.  
 
    They entered the conference room and sat across from Newton, who was dabbing his eyes with a wet paper towel. He took a deep breath and leaned back in his seat, his eyes still not fully open.  
 
    “I called the cops in the bathroom,” Newton said. “They’re sending someone out. You’re going to jail, asshole. And I bet they don’t like cops much in there. And I’m calling my lawyer when you leave and filing a lawsuit so big it’ll bankrupt this fucking city.” 
 
    Dixon laughed. He took out his cell phone and placed it on the table, turning on the speaker. He dialed dispatch.  
 
    “Yeah,” he said, “this is Chief Dixon. Cancel the call over to Stewart Nutrition, and don’t send anybody out on anymore calls to here unless I say so.” 
 
    “You got it, Chief,” the dispatcher replied.  
 
    Dixon hung up and held Newton’s gaze. Newton had seemed confident and in control when he’d sat down, but he wasn’t now. Now, he looked like a frightened child. He dabbed at his eyes and then tossed the paper towel onto the table. 
 
    “You ready to answer some questions?” Dixon asked.  
 
    Newton nodded.  
 
    Baudin wanted this over with as quickly as possible, but he also knew he couldn’t just leave. He had seen the tattoo on Newton’s wrist. It was a snakehead, the body going up his forearm. 
 
    “What was the relationship between you and Nancy?” he asked. 
 
    “We was just friends.” 
 
    “Friends?” 
 
    “I mean, we messed around. But that bitch was crazy.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “She was married, and she would—” 
 
    “Wait a second,” Baudin said. “She wasn’t married. There’s no record of any marriage in any state or nationwide database.” 
 
    “It was a… whatchamacallit. Common marriage. Whatever. They wore rings and called themselves husband and wife. So anyway, she was married, and she was hookin’ up with me and who knows how many other dudes. So, I’m over at her house, and her husband texts her. She’s in the bathroom, and I’m seein’ the texts. He says he’s comin’ over with a shotgun to blow my balls off. He was as crazy as she was. So that was it, I called it off. Then, like three days later, she showed up at my house saying I texted her to come over. I never did that shit. I don’t mess around with married women. That’s how dudes get shot.” 
 
    Baudin took out his phone to take notes. “What’s her husband’s name?” 
 
    “Steve. I don’t know his last name. She didn’t go by it.” 
 
    “Did they both live in her apartment?” 
 
    “No, that’s how crazy she is. The husband didn’t know she had an apartment. She told me all this shit after I found out she was married. About how she lives this other life her husband doesn’t know about, and how it excites her and all that. Crazy shit.” 
 
    Dixon said, “And so, being the upstanding citizen you are, you just decided to call it off, huh?” 
 
    “Yes, I did. I wouldn’t do that to another man.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “Believe whatever you want. It’s the truth.” 
 
    Baudin leaned closer and said, “Roll up your sleeves. All the way.” 
 
    Newton hesitated and then rolled them up. The snake on his arm was black, starting on his wrist and going all the way past his elbow, with red eyes. It was nothing like the snake in the photos. 
 
    “Why a snake?” 
 
    “’Cause I was an idiot. I was nineteen and wanted to look tough.” 
 
    “You got snakes at home?” 
 
    “No, I don’t got snakes at home. Why?” 
 
    Baudin moved and sat down next to him, looking the man in the eyes. “So, if I got a warrant for your house, I wouldn’t find any snakes?” 
 
    “No. And why you need a warrant now? Just have Dirty Harry over here spray me again and then search my house.” 
 
    Baudin glanced at Dixon. “When was the last time you saw Nancy?” 
 
    Newton shrugged. “Three weeks ago. Something like that. She showed up at one in the mornin’, when I had another lady friend over, and said she wanted to talk to me.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I threw her out on her ass. I got enough stress in my life.” 
 
    “Did she seem frightened?” Dixon asked. “Did she say she was worried about anyone in particular?” 
 
    “No, didn’t say nothin’. She told me she needed to talk, and I threw her out, and that was it.” 
 
    “And if I talk to your lady friend, that’s what she’s gonna tell me?” 
 
    “Of course.” He looked at Dixon and then back to Baudin. “Look, guys, go pull my phone records, and you’ll see I called it off when—” 
 
    “She was cut open,” Dixon said. Newton stopped speaking and stared at him. “Someone cut her open and shoved snakes inside of her and dumped her body near a truck stop. I don’t give a damn if you say you called it off with her. We’re digging into you.” 
 
    “I didn’t have nothing to do with her death.” 
 
    Baudin said, “Where were you on August third?” 
 
    “What day was that?” 
 
    “Wednesday.” 
 
    “I was here. Until nine. And then I probably went home.” 
 
    “Probably?” 
 
    Newton was jittery now, wringing his hands, the pain of the spray forgotten.  
 
    “Yeah, probably. I’d have to look at my calendar. But I probably just went straight to the gym and then home. That’s it.” 
 
    Baudin rose. “That’s all for now. I would like to take a look at your house.” He held out his hand. “Give me the key.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You said we don’t need a warrant, so give me the key. I’ll leave it under the doormat when I’m done.” 
 
    Newton hesitated and then looked at Dixon, who held his gaze. Then he pulled out his keys, took the house key off, and placed it on the table. “It’s at 6312 Higbee.” 
 
    Baudin took the key and left, Dixon right behind him. 
 
    “You believe his bullshit?” Dixon said once they were outside.  
 
    “I don’t know. Get a uniform to interview some of the coworkers and see if he was really here. Most gyms make you scan in. They can see when he got there and when he left on the third.” 
 
    Dixon nodded. “What was your feel?” 
 
    “I think he was telling the truth. But who the hell knows? I don’t think I can tell that kind of thing anymore.” 
 
    “Lost the gut, huh? That’s what the detectives here say when they go on long vacations. Takes ’em a few cases to get back into it.” 
 
    “I don’t want to get back into it, Kyle.” 
 
    Dixon grinned. “If that were true, you wouldn’t be holding that key.” 
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    Dixon drove them to Newton’s home. Higbee was an upscale cul-de-sac on a hill, with family homes on each side of the street. A few kids ran around outside an elementary school, playing soccer and tetherball.  
 
    “This feels good,” Dixon said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Me and you. Together. It works. Though it’s flipped now—you’re the talker, and I’m the one with the balls. What happened? You never would’ve given a shit if I pepper sprayed a perp before.” 
 
    Baudin watched the children. “Just grew up, man.” The image of a man on a couch with a round in each knee came to him, and he knew he was lying. 
 
    The home looked modern though was clearly meant for a family rather than a bachelor. They parked in the driveway, with a neighbor watching them through a window. Baudin stepped out and leaned on the car a moment, taking in the house. Was this really the place where Candi had died?  
 
    “You alright?” Dixon asked.  
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    They entered the house through the front door and left it open. Dixon had taken two sets of latex gloves out of his trunk, and he tossed a pair to Baudin, who snapped them on.  
 
    “I’ll start upstairs,” Dixon said.  
 
    Baudin watched him bound up the stairs. He was fearless now in a way he hadn’t been back when they had worked together. Back then, Dixon would’ve called for backup and then secured the house before searching it. Now, he acted like a child at a playground.  
 
    Baudin went through the living room slowly. He ran his fingers over the white microfiber couch and gazed at a painting on the wall—a nude woman, her head tilted back as though in ecstasy or pain. The painting didn’t reveal her face, but her breasts were plump with pink nipples. Baudin snapped a photo of the painting and then moved on.  
 
    He went into the kitchen and searched some of the drawers and cabinets. He looked under the sink and opened the fridge. There was no food inside, only beer and wines. In the laundry room sat a stack of dirty clothes, mostly gym clothes. Baudin checked the shelves then went into the first bedroom.  
 
    The bed was large, far larger than one person would need. It had a white canopy, and the room smelled faintly of lavender or sandalwood. The walk-in closet was massive and held suits on one side and polo shirts and other casual wear on the other. Baudin ran his hand along the suits and looked at the shoes, checked the bathroom, and then left.  
 
    The home didn’t have a basement, and as he stood in the kitchen, he saw Dixon coming down.  
 
    “Anything?” Dixon asked.  
 
    “No. You?” 
 
    “Exercise room, empty bedroom, and a bathroom. You wanna check the backyard?” 
 
    Baudin nodded and headed outside. He stood on the back porch and stared at a tree swaying lightly in the breeze. The sun was bright with a few clouds hanging in the sky. A storm was coming. Baudin hadn’t felt it in a long time, but there was some feeling he got in his nose when a storm was coming.  
 
    A shed sat against the fence in the backyard. They went over and peered in through the windows: some old computer equipment and dusty piles of wood. 
 
    “Don’t mean he doesn’t keep snakes somewhere else,” Dixon said.  
 
    “Do you have the resources to have him surveilled for a while?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. I’ll get a team on it.” 
 
    Baudin took a deep breath and headed back through the house to get to the car.  
 
      
 
      
 
    Afterwards, Dixon drove back to the station for some meetings and said he would meet up with him later. Baudin didn’t feel like sitting in an office, so he got into the car Dixon had given him and drove around the city. He found a diner that hadn’t been open when he had lived in Wyoming. He parked at a meter and went inside.  
 
    A booth by the window was open, and he sat down. A waitress came up, a smile on her face, and asked what he wanted.  
 
    “Just coffee, thanks.” 
 
    A couple with a young boy sat in a booth next to him. He heard them speaking softly, laughing about something that happened the previous day. The boy was enjoying a plate of spaghetti, getting it all over his face and arms. Baudin smiled at him, and the boy smiled back.  
 
    He took out his cell phone and dialed Keri. She answered on the second ring.  
 
    “I was wondering when you’d call,” she said.  
 
    Just the sound of her voice lightened his mood, made him feel as though the heavy grayness he’d felt since the plane had landed wasn’t so unbearable. He leaned back and stared at the passing cars.  
 
    “I just wanted to hear your voice.” 
 
    “Really? Well, it has been a whole day since you called last.” 
 
    “I missed you the second I left.” The waitress brought the coffee, and Baudin thanked her. “What are you doing today?” 
 
    “Nothing exciting.” 
 
    “I wanna hear it.” 
 
    “I’ve got yoga at one, and then I’m heading to the restaurant for a few hours. I’ve been thinking, by the way—I’d like to add some sushi to the menu.” 
 
    “Sushi at a vegan burger joint?” 
 
    “Why not? I think our customers would go crazy for it. Let’s give it a shot for a week and see how it does. No fish, just veggie stuff.” 
 
    Baudin took a sip of coffee. It was bitter and hot. He reached over for some sugar substitute and tore the packet open. “Sure, why not? What else?” 
 
    She chuckled. “This feels like phone sex for some reason.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s for later.” 
 
    “Dirty boy. Get back to work and hurry home to me.” 
 
    “I will. Probably tomorrow.” 
 
    “Can’t wait. Love you.” 
 
    Baudin hung up and noticed the young boy staring at him. He made a silly face, and the boy cracked up, spaghetti sauce and spit spewing from his mouth. 
 
    A uniformed officer and his partner walked in. They sat at the counter and ordered without looking at the menu. One of them glanced over. Baudin recognized him, though he couldn’t remember his name. The officer walked over and stood in front of the booth.  
 
    “They told me you were back,” he said. “You probably don’t even remember me.” 
 
    “Sorry. It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Oh, I know. But I haven’t forgotten you.” 
 
    The man held his gaze a long time without blinking. Baudin looked to the name over the breast on the uniform that said, “A. Everett.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t remember.” 
 
    “Andy Everett. My father was Josh Everett.” 
 
    Baudin froze. He remembered the young Josh Everett. He had been under Robert Crest and had attacked Baudin, and Baudin had nearly killed him. But the way Andy was staring at him, Baudin guessed that wasn’t the story he’d heard.  
 
    “My father couldn’t breathe on his own after what you did to him. Couldn’t walk, couldn’t move right or talk right. He couldn’t work, couldn’t make love to his wife—a wife that left him for a man that could, by the way. He killed himself few years back. Alone except for me.” 
 
    “I don’t know what you heard, Andy, but I—” 
 
    “Watch your back, asshole. You’re the chief’s pet for now, but you won’t always be.” 
 
    Andy went back and sat down, his face flushed a light pink. Baudin stared down into his coffee and then took out some cash and laid it on the table before leaving. 
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    After the diner, Baudin hit a grocery store and then headed back to the hotel. He would take a nap and then book his flight out of here. He didn’t want to think about death anymore. So much death had passed before his eyes in his life that he was afraid it tainted him, that his thinking would never recover, and death would always be lurking somewhere in his consciousness.  
 
    Once back in his room, he closed the curtains and the window and lay on the bed. Enough light came in that he could still see, and he reached over and got the photo of the snake. He stared at it a long time.  
 
    What do you see when you look at this?  
 
    He put the photo down, kicked off his shoes, and closed his eyes, slowly drifting off to sleep.  
 
      
 
      
 
    When he awoke, he spent a few moments in that disorienting phase right after any sleep in midday. Unsure whether it was day or night, he sat up and had to check the time on his phone. Even then, he wasn’t sure if it was a.m. or p.m., so he went to the window and opened the blinds. The sun had disappeared and been replaced by a sliver of moon in a clear black sky. The sky was much darker here than it could ever get in Los Angeles, an empty black that made the moon and the stars seem like floating jewels in an ocean of tar.  
 
    Baudin slipped on his shoes and headed out the door, making sure he had his badge with him. A woman behind the counter in the lobby smiled at him. She was attractive with red hair and ruby lips with just the right amount of lipstick. Her body curved at the breasts and then curved inward at the hips in the perfect hourglass figure. Baudin noticed, felt bad for noticing, and looked away.  
 
    Outside, the air was cool on his skin. He glanced at the moon before getting into his car and starting it. He took out the address Dixon had texted him before putting the car in drive.  
 
    The retirement home was only ten minutes from the hotel, next to an apartment complex. A fence surrounded it, and Baudin didn’t see a way in. He parked and walked the perimeter, searching for an entrance. An old man sat near the edge of the fence in a wheelchair. He wasn’t moving, just staring off into space.  
 
    “Excuse me,” Baudin said. “You know how to get in here?” 
 
    The old man took a moment and then turned to him, blinking once as he took him in. “There’s only so much you can take.” 
 
    Baudin knelt down. “Take of what?” 
 
    “I told them that. I told them that there was only so much I could take. You can only push a man so far before he breaks, and once he breaks, watch out. But those bastards don’t understand.” 
 
    Baudin saw normal eyes, eyes that told him the man was in there, somewhere, but his brain wasn’t letting him communicate. Baudin stood up and continued on, the man going silent again and staring at whatever it was that had gotten his attention. 
 
    The entrance was on the far side, a sliding gate with an intercom. Baudin pressed the button, and a female voice said, “Yes?” 
 
    “Detective Ethan Baudin. I was told I could come down to visit a resident.” 
 
    “One moment.” 
 
    The gate slid open. Baudin took the concrete walk leading up to the building. There were gardens on either side of the walkway, but no trees. The sliding doors to the building opened as he approached. The woman at the counter thrust a sign-in sheet at him and asked to see his ID. She took it and put it in a drawer.  
 
    “Who you here to see?” 
 
    “Mike Sandoval.” 
 
    The woman gave him a visitor’s pass that he hung from his neck on a lanyard. Then an orderly, a Native American man who didn’t say a word, came out, and the woman said he would lead Baudin back.  
 
    The retirement home consisted of rooms on both sides of the hallway. Colored lights above each door connected to a button on the beds to notify the staff if a resident needed help. Baudin saw an old man sitting in bed, just the act of breathing tiring him. Another woman was gently crying while she lay on her side. Another man stared at a television that didn’t have the sound on. These people were once mothers and fathers, doctors, mechanics, lawyers, housewives, and businessmen. They had purpose and people that were constantly around them. They didn’t seem to have any of that now, and Baudin had to turn away. A brief moment of panic went through him as he pictured himself lying in a bed, old age ravaging his body and mind, unable to control his bowels or his words, the people in his life slowly fading out of it. 
 
    Not me, he told himself. I’d eat a bullet first. 
 
    The orderly led him down the hall to the right and stood in front of a door. Baudin looked into the room and saw someone lying in a single bed.  
 
    “Thank you,” Baudin said softly.  
 
    He went inside the room, which was dark but not black. The windows were open, and the streetlights and the moon illuminated the room enough that he could see the man in the bed.  
 
    Sandoval looked withered, like an autumn leaf that had lost its color and all its moisture. His eyes were closed, and Baudin wondered why they had allowed him back here to wake him. Probably at the request of Dixon, to allow him access at all hours.  
 
    Baudin pulled up a chair and sat down. He gazed at the old man. The light from outside lit his gold watch. Even here, locked away from the rest of the world, he still wore something to try to prove his status.  
 
    “Kyle told me you’d be coming.” 
 
    The voice startled Baudin, and he didn’t say anything at first. The two men were silent, the only sound that of their breath.  
 
    “You remember me?” Baudin asked.  
 
    “Oh, yes, Detective. I remember.” 
 
    “I’m not a detective anymore.” 
 
    Sandoval’s eyes opened, and he turned slightly to the left to be able to look at him. “You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t.” 
 
    Baudin leaned forward. “Kyle made it sound like you had lost your mind. You seem pretty with it to me.” 
 
    “I have my moments.” He closed his eyes again and inhaled deeply, the breath rattling around inside of him. “So, have you come to kill me?” 
 
    “No. I’m not like you.” 
 
    “Arrest me, then? I think you’ll find prosecuting me in this city will be hard. This was my city, from top to bottom. I owned it.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “One of the old mayors married my mother when I was ten or so. Seems like a different lifetime now. He showed me how you run a city. I realized early that the DA’s office had the real power, the power to file criminal charges against anybody at any time. That can keep people in line. That’s what I wanted.” 
 
    “That and a frat that raped and killed young women?” 
 
    “I never killed them. Rape… It’s an odd word. What does it really mean? A girl shows up to a party with fifty horny men dressed like a slut, she gets drunk… What does she think will happen? I don’t feel any remorse about any of them.” 
 
    “What do you feel remorse about?” 
 
    “I never had any kids. I don’t know, maybe that’s a good thing. Who wants to bring children into this shit world? It’s just going from one person yanking on your balls to the next. Pain. That’s what this life is about. It’s about pain and chaos. What I did… I brought order to it. Order to the chaos. You might think I’m a tyrant, but I ran this city efficiently, to the point where people weren’t afraid to walk the streets at night. They could feel comfortable in their own homes. We have DUIs and pot possession and all that, like anybody else, but the violent stuff, the dark stuff, the sin, we kept out.” 
 
    “The sin?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. I’m a religious man, Detective. What I did, I did for God. I failed him miserably sometimes, but I always tried to follow his plan for me. Are you religious?” 
 
    “I don’t need crutches.” 
 
    “Crutches… One day you’ll find that the darkness in the world fills your soul completely and you have nowhere else to turn. God will be the only one there to care for you.” 
 
    “You’re a rapist and murderer. If there is a God, I hope he doesn’t care about you.” Baudin rose. “I’m not going to bother with you. I shouldn’t have come out here. There’s nothing I can do to you that you haven’t done to yourself.” 
 
    “You know, Chief Dixon will be moving up soon. They need someone to replace him.” 
 
    Baudin glared at the man. In the semi-dark, he looked like a simple old man, a person you wouldn’t look twice at. But Baudin knew what was just behind those eyes. Sandoval was an illusion of a human being. There was certainly an exterior—skin, bones, clothing to go over it—but inside, the part that made people human, that was missing.  
 
    “You can’t be serious.” 
 
    “Think about it. Chief of police in a town where everyone supports you. Power, detective. Absolute power in a way you’ve never experienced before. No man can resist it.” 
 
    Baudin approached the bed and stood over it. Sandoval looked weak and frail up close, as though the pressure of rising from bed would snap his bones. Baudin leaned down over him, close enough to smell the ointment they had spread over his bedsores.  
 
    “I hope you die alone, in this darkness you made for yourself.” 
 
    He left and didn’t look back. 
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    As Baudin was walking out of the care center, he saw an older balding man standing by his car. He wore a black suit and a tie, and he leaned against the car with his arms folded.  
 
    “Didn’t think you’d actually come visit him, Detective Baudin.” 
 
    “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    “My name’s Harvey Vernon. I’m a special agent with the Federal Bureau of Investigation.” 
 
    Baudin stood in front of him. Vernon was blocking the driver’s door.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” Baudin said.  
 
    “We want to talk. We’ve heard some interesting rumors about you and the chief. I thought maybe we could grab a cup of coffee.” 
 
    Baudin glanced back at the care center. “Fine. You pay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Vernon sat in the booth with his back straight as a board. He sipped his coffee as though he were being graded on etiquette. Baudin stirred sugar into his coffee and slowly spun the spoon in the cup but didn’t take a sip. He pushed the cup away and folded his arms.  
 
    “What do you want from me?” Baudin asked.  
 
    “We’ve had our eye on this little town for a while. Heard some strange rumors. Really disturbing stuff, Detective.” 
 
    “I’m not a detective anymore. What stuff?” 
 
    “I think we both know what I’m talking about. This town’s as dirty as a whore’s ass.” He took a sip of coffee. “One interesting tidbit is the disappearance of a man fifteen years ago. Chris Stuttle. You know him?” 
 
    Baudin shook his head, trying not to betray any emotion.  
 
    “He just upped and disappeared one day after filing a paternity suit against the chief. Weird thing. Weren’t you the chief’s partner at the time?” 
 
    “You got something, make your move.” 
 
    “Oh, I’ve got a lot. And the move I want to make is to offer you a deal.” 
 
    “I don’t need a deal.” 
 
    He gave Baudin a look of sympathy. “Detective, we both know that’s not true. What I want is simple: testify. Sing like a damn canary. Tell me everything you know, everything relevant and everything not relevant. I won’t lie to you, it’ll sting. Anytime you take that stand and look former friends in the eyes and tell a story you know is gonna lock them away, it stings. But it’s the only way out of this for you. I’m not sure you understand how far these people are willing to go to keep their power. No one in your life is safe, not until you lock all of them away.” 
 
    Baudin hesitated for only a moment. If this man really was FBI, Baudin couldn’t know how much they had. The idea of putting away everyone involved in the stink and corruption of this city appealed to him, but that would mean putting away Dixon as well. And that he wouldn’t do. No matter what Dixon had become, no matter what he’d done, Baudin wouldn’t be the one to betray him like that. 
 
    Baudin rose. “You keep up your investigation, and I’ll keep up mine. If I get something against Sandoval, I’ll come to you, but not on anything else.” 
 
    “Detective?” Vernon said as Baudin turned to leave. “You watch your back. There are a lot of people not happy with you.” 
 
    “There always were. Don’t contact me again.”  
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    As Baudin pulled into the parking lot of his hotel, he decided he was going to check out right then. He would catch the red-eye back to LAX and be done with Wyoming forever. He would erase it from his memory as he’d seen other people do with uncomfortable memories. He’d always loved that ability in Keri. She’d been through a lot—an abusive ex-husband, starting over as a single mom without an education in a new town—but she was able to put all that in a place in her mind that consciousness didn’t reach. She locked it away, and it never seemed to bother her. Baudin didn’t know if it would come out in other ways, or if people really did have the ability to selectively forget parts of their past, but he would certainly try it. 
 
    The FBI, if they’d arrived, were watching everyone and everything. He was in danger of the past coming back to bite him in the ass. Maybe if he left right now, he could avoid it. 
 
    As he parked, he saw Dixon sitting on the hood of his Mercedes, smoking. Baudin got out of the car and went up to him. Dixon blew out a puff of smoke in the light of the moon and said, “So how was Mike?” 
 
    “You having me watched, Kyle? How’d you know I visited him?” 
 
    “I just knew you would before you left. It’s irresistible for you.” 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The chase. You’re a hunter that’s just learning to hunt again.” 
 
    Baudin leaned against the hood. “He offered me your job.” 
 
    Dixon nodded. “I know. I recommended you for it.” 
 
    “Is that what this is about? That’s why you brought me out here?” 
 
    “I need someone I can trust as chief when I’m mayor.” 
 
    “Someone that can hold all your shit without going crazy and without a call to the feds, you mean? I can’t believe you thought that would be me.” 
 
    “You run the department how you want to. You can change things how you want, and you get in line. One day, you could be governor. Hell, you’re a lot smarter than I am. You might rise faster.” 
 
    “I don’t want to rise.” 
 
    “Sure you do. That’s progress. That’s what everybody wants. What every society wants.” 
 
    “Progress is destructive. Our ancestors used to live off mammoths. One mammoth could feed an entire village for weeks. Then the tools got better and better—progress happened. And mammoths were hunted to extinction, the villages going extinct with them. I don’t want progress, and I don’t want power. I want to be left the hell alone.”  
 
    He headed inside.  
 
    “What if I told you my surveillance team just radioed in that Mitch Newton was packing? Would that interest you?” 
 
    “Packing what?” 
 
    “His clothes, man. He’s making a run for it. He’s our snake guy.” 
 
    Baudin stopped then slowly walked back outside, adrenaline starting his stomach churning out acid.  
 
    “You wanna go,” Dixon said, “go. I won’t stop you. But you wanna stay, then you throw on a vest and help me catch the sonofabitch cuttin’ up them girls. Up to you.” 
 
    Baudin put his hands on his hips and stared at the tarred parking lot between his shoes. In the dark, it looked more like he was standing on a black cloud, not on solid ground. He looked up at Dixon and said, “Get me the vest.” 
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    The surveillance team had reported Newton at home, packing a single suitcase. They kept an eye on him through the night. By the time Baudin got there, the sun had come up, painting the sky pink. Newton lay on his bed and watched television. Probably waiting for a flight, Baudin guessed.  
 
    At around six, Newton dragged the suitcase out of the home, scraping it across the driveway and sidewalk before tossing it into his trunk. He glanced around and then got into the driver’s seat.  
 
    Baudin saw all this from the passenger seat of a minivan parked half a block away. He lowered the binoculars and said, “You see any weapons?” 
 
    Dixon sat in the driver’s seat, the two other detectives in the back strapping on Kevlar body vests. “No, man. But I wouldn’t put it past him.” 
 
    Baudin exhaled. “Better give me a gun.” 
 
    Dixon grinned as he pulled out his own Smith & Wesson and handed it to him. Baudin checked the clip and tucked it firmly in the small of his back. Newton’s brake lights came on and then turned off. The man got out of the car and ran back inside the house.  
 
    “You think he made us?” Baudin said. 
 
    “No way. I bet he forgot somethin’.” 
 
    The two men tried to peer into Newton’s home through the windows that had open blinds, but they could only see flashes of him running around. Once, he stopped at the couch in the living room and threw all the cushions off before running back into a bedroom and disappearing.  
 
    “He’s looking for something,” Dixon said. “Must be important.” 
 
    “Could be a trophy from one of the girls,” Baudin offered. He held the binoculars up to his eyes for a while and lowered them again. The gun felt warm against him, and the Kevlar made him sweat. The morning was already hot, giving him a familiar itchiness on the back of his neck.  
 
    “Let’s just take him in the house,” Dixon said.  
 
    “No, he might be going somewhere he stashes things. Bodies we haven’t found, even. Sometimes these guys go back to the bodies and have sex with them.” 
 
    “After they’re dead?” 
 
    Baudin nodded. “Sometimes weeks afterward, when the bodies are already in full decomposition. Life and death doesn’t mean the same thing to them as it does to us.” 
 
    Dixon shook his head as he lifted the binoculars again. “Well, if it comes to it, I’m blowing this fucker away if he don’t do everything I tell him. I’m not preserving shit to be studied, just so you know.” 
 
    “I never asked.” 
 
    Dixon turned to the two other detectives. “You two take the sedan. Don’t get more than three car lengths behind him. We’ll be right behind you. We’ll alternate spots every mile so he doesn’t make us.” 
 
    “You got it, Chief,” one of the detectives said.  
 
    When the two detectives had left, Baudin asked, “Is that weird for you?” 
 
    “Is what weird for me?” 
 
    “Having people kiss your ass.” 
 
    “No, I like it.” 
 
    Both men lifted their binoculars again. Nothing was going on in the house. Baudin lowered his, but Dixon kept watching.  
 
    “You know what the strangest part is?” Dixon said. “Of this whole power thing? It’s having people laugh at all your jokes.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m serious. I know I’m not funny. And when people bust up uncontrollably over something stupid I said, it feels weird. I don’t know. Less than human, I guess. Like I’m some object they need to act a certain way in front of or else it blows up, or something.” 
 
    “You can always quit.” 
 
    Dixon shook his head and tossed his binoculars in the backseat. “No way. Then I wouldn’t get to do shit like this.” 
 
    Dixon opened the door. Baudin said, “What’re you doin’?” 
 
    “Come on, man. Let’s take this cocksucker, me and you.” 
 
    “Kyle, get back here. Kyle!” 
 
    Dixon was jogging toward the house. Baudin looked to the two detectives in the sedan, but they were no help. They wouldn’t contradict anything Dixon said. Baudin got out and chased after him. The morning sun felt warm against his skin. He kept an even jog, staying on the grass when he could. 
 
    Always, he kept his eyes on Newton’s house. All it would take was one quick glance. If Newton saw them, he would fight, or he would run if he thought he could get away.  
 
    Dixon ran up onto the porch. Baudin was right behind him. Dixon held up his finger to his lips as he opened the screen door and twisted the doorknob.  
 
    “You’re acting stupid,” Baudin whispered. “Everything in there’s gonna get tossed without a warrant.” 
 
    Dixon, not listening, opened the door the rest of the way and stepped inside. Baudin glanced around. He saw the two detectives in the car up the block. They put their car in drive and slowly rode up close to the house. Baudin set his hand lightly on the gun and followed Dixon inside.  
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    The home was still and quiet. No windows were open, and the place felt muggy. Dixon pointed to the bedroom and then drew his gun. He moved quietly toward the hallway.  
 
    Baudin stopped by the stairs up to the second floor. Something was wrong. The house was too quiet. If Newton was inside searching for something, there should’ve been noise.  
 
    He held up his hand for Dixon to stop and then silently approached him. Whispering, he said, “Something’s off.” 
 
    “I know. Stay low.” 
 
    Dixon put his back against the wall in the hallway and gently slid across until he was next to the bedroom door. Taking a quick glance, he moved his head back and said, “I don’t see him.” 
 
    The blast was deafening. It sounded like a jet engine had taken off next to Baudin. His ears rang, and his head throbbed. It was only when he was looking up at the ceiling that he realized it was a rifle shot.  
 
    Dixon was down on the ground as another blast went off. Newton was trying to shoot through the wall. Bits of plaster and wood flew over the hallway, chips cutting and nicking Baudin. He rolled away and back to the stairs. Dixon was on his belly, crawling as quickly as he could.  
 
    They got to the stairs and climbed a few steps. Baudin couldn’t breathe. It felt like his chest was on fire.  
 
    “You took one,” Dixon said. “The wall slowed it down. I doubt it got through the Kevlar.” 
 
    Baudin sucked air like a fish on a boat. His back was screaming, and his lungs felt like they were collapsing. Reaching his hand underneath the Kevlar, he couldn’t feel anything wet other than his sweaty shirt.  
 
    His first thought was to run. The fear of it, the pain, all of it centered in his mind in one horrifying moment. He had been shot. Twenty years ago, he wouldn’t have frozen, but now he did. He couldn’t move, and his only thought was to grip the stairs and not let go, to hold on for as long as he could.  
 
    “Ethan, snap out of it, man. That fucker’s in there. Help me take him.” 
 
    Baudin couldn’t speak. He swallowed and lay his head down on the stairs. He just wanted to be home, back on the beach or in his restaurant, the smell of freshly cut fruit in his nostrils and warm hamburger buns on the grill. Baudin wanted to call his wife, or run out of the house, or crawl up the stairs and hide.  
 
    A window opened in the bedroom. 
 
    “He’s heading outside,” Dixon said.  
 
    Dixon ran to the door, his gun held in front of him. Baudin lay on the stairs without moving. He heard shouting and then gunshots. Multiple gunshots. The deep bass of a rifle and then five or six distinct higher-pitched sounds of pistols. The muscles in his chest felt tight, and Baudin didn’t move until Dixon came back in. He strolled over to the stairs and sat down, his hands loose on his knees after he wiped the sweat off his forehead.  
 
    “He’s done,” Dixon said. He looked at Baudin. “You lost your edge, man. It was a thirty-thirty.” He tapped Baudin’s Kevlar vest. “No rounds are getting through this.” 
 
    The two other detectives ran in and checked all the rooms. Baudin sat up, his heart in his throat. He leaned over, and vomit spewed out of his mouth. Dixon found this hilarious. He put his hand on Baudin’s back and said, “Don’t worry, buddy. We’ll get it back. We’ll get it back.” 
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    Baudin went back to the hotel. He took four ibuprofens and put on basketball shorts and sandals before heading down to the bar. A few people were drinking, and they looked like traveling businessmen or salesmen in town for a conference. He sat away from them on a stool and ordered a whiskey.  
 
    “Leave the bottle, please,” he said.  
 
    Baudin stared into the drink as he sipped. An older woman across the bar pounded shots. Vibrant and happy, she laughed and joked, the muscles in her arms like tight ropes, her hair platinum blond and thick, the wrinkles on her face the only thing betraying her age. She was… alive. He wondered what the difference was between her and the men and women he sometimes saw at bars, where life had fled from them and left nothing but a husk of what they could’ve been. This woman knew some secret that others didn’t. He hoped he would learn it soon and become like her: living in the present, enjoying every bite of food and breath of air. At the moment he felt like a fraud.  
 
    How had he frozen? Despite the fact that he wasn’t a cop anymore, he always felt like one. Even when he was frying up veggie burgers on the grill and drinking margaritas by a bonfire, he felt like a cop. It was a realization he had never put into words and fought like hell to keep out of his mind. He felt like a cop. Today showed him that he really no longer was.  
 
    “Now, how’d I know you’d be here.” 
 
    Dixon sat down next to him. He had a grin on his face, as though he’d been proven right somehow and was gloating. Maybe this was all he wanted—to show Baudin that he was the true cop and Baudin had been the fraud.  
 
    “What’re you doin’ here?” Baudin asked, taking another sip of whiskey.  
 
    “Came to check up on you. Me and some of the guys are goin’ out celebrating.” 
 
    “Celebrating what?” 
 
    “Killing the fucker who killed them girls.” 
 
    “We don’t know that he did.” 
 
    “Innocent men don’t shoot at cops with rifles.” 
 
    “No, but they might shoot at home invaders, which is what we were, Kyle.” 
 
    Dixon brushed it off with a shrug. “Shit. We did what we had to do. Ain’t no law, remember?” 
 
    “I was a kid when I thought that. I’ve learned since then. The law’s all we have. That’s what keeps the darkness in check. Without the law, that darkness comes into us, too, man. He didn’t need to die. We could’ve gotten a warrant and taken him at the airport.” 
 
    “What’s done is done,” he said, motioning to the bartender. “Jack and Coke,” he said.  
 
    “You like it too much,” Baudin said.  
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “The kill. You’re not shaken up about it. And you were too eager to rush in. You want to die. When that happens, it’s time to get out.” 
 
    “I love what I do. When I got my gun drawn, and bullets are flyin’…” He shook his head. “I tell ya, it feels like the Wild West. I was born in the wrong century, man. I should’ve been one of those sheriffs on horseback chasing down gangs in the desert.” 
 
    “I’m not sure you aren’t.” 
 
    He chuckled. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” The drink came, and he guzzled half of it. “So, what now? You just gonna get on a plane and go back to your beach? Pretend none of this ever happened?” 
 
    “That’s the plan.” 
 
    “That’s cowardly. You aren’t sure Newton’s our guy, so come prove it. Let’s head out to his house and see what we find. SIS is already there, but those nerds can’t do shit unless we figure it out for ’em. Come with me and see which one of us is right. Aren’t you curious?” 
 
    Baudin took another sip of whiskey. The throbbing in his head had calmed. “I don’t care.” 
 
    “You don’t care? You sure that’s it?” 
 
    Baudin looked at him. “You think ’cause I froze, I’m a coward. I’m not a coward, Kyle. I’m just getting old. I put all this shit behind me. I’m not the same man you knew.” 
 
    “So you won’t even come with me to his house?” 
 
    “No, I’ll come. I’ll come for Candi. I owe her that. But then I’m gone.” 
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    Driving back to Newton’s home, Baudin’s heart pounded furiously. His mouth felt dry, and he wished they had stopped for a bottle of water.  
 
    The house looked the same with one exception: yellow police tape surrounded the scene of Newton’s death. They parked farther away and walked up, ducking under the tape. The body had long since been moved, but a few officers and the SIS unit still roamed around.  
 
    “IAD’s probably gonna wanna talk to you,” Dixon said.  
 
    Baudin had no doubt Dixon would be cleared of this shooting. Still, he didn’t know what he would say about the warrant. Dixon must’ve sensed his hesitation and said, “Just tell them the truth.” 
 
    Inside, the house felt different. Just the fact that he knew Newton was dead gave the place a more ominous appearance, as if his ghost were now residing here. Every house had ghosts, and this one was no different.  
 
    “Hey,” Dixon said to one of the forensic techs, “throw us some gear.” 
 
    The tech handed them latex gloves and paper booties to put over their shoes. Dixon began going through the drawers in the kitchen. Baudin left him there and went into the bedroom. This was where Newton had been before he fired at them. There was something in there that he hadn’t wanted to leave behind.  
 
    The bedroom was one large bed and a small closet. Baudin checked under the bed and then went to the closet. He’d missed something going through here before and hadn’t taken his time. Now, he moved slowly and checked everywhere he had overlooked before. 
 
    In the adjacent bathroom, several bottles of cologne sat next to the sink, along with a razor and shaving cream. His toothbrush was in the shower. Baudin checked under the sink. Nothing but extra bottles of shampoo and a few rolls of toilet paper.  
 
    He went to the second bedroom. It was empty. The closet was empty, too. Baudin looked out the window and saw that Newton had a good view into the bedroom of a neighbor, and he wondered if the dead man had stood there staring through it, hoping to see something he wasn’t supposed to see.  
 
    In the backyard, Baudin could see the small shed they had only glanced into before. He moved through the hallway and kitchen and went out there. The grass was mowed but yellow in patches. Against the fence on the far side was a small garden with tomatoes and cucumbers.  
 
    The shed had a single door, and it was locked with a padlock. He didn’t deem it necessary to look inside last time as he could see the entire space, but now he wanted to see what was on that computer. Baudin went back inside and found one of the techs.  
 
    “Hey, you got a bolt cutter in that van?” 
 
    “Sure do. Hang on.” 
 
    Once he had the bolt cutter, Baudin went back out to the backyard.  
 
    Setting the metal blades against the thin padlock, he snapped it off like a twig. Then he threw it on the ground and opened the door.  
 
    The interior smelled like mold and cobwebs, or at least what he thought cobwebs should smell like. Baudin shut the door behind him so the sound of the techs talking wouldn’t disturb him. The shed was quiet and clean. No clutter. The only thing indicating that it wasn’t frequently used were the cobwebs that hung in the corners like gray silk. Pushed up against one of the walls were a desk, a chair, and computer.  
 
    Baudin sat down and clicked the mouse. The computer didn’t do anything. He turned it on and found that it was password protected. He rose from the computer and went back to the tech who had given him the bolt cutter. 
 
    “There’s a computer in there.” 
 
    “I’ll have someone get it.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    He went out the front door and sat on the porch. The techs filed out of the house a few minutes later with the computer and a laptop they’d found. They loaded everything in the van, and Baudin watched as they hung out in front and discussed the house and a few other cases they were working on. Dixon sat next to him.  
 
    “Nothin’. You?” 
 
    “No,” Baudin said.  
 
    “So that’s it then? Off to sunny California?” 
 
    “Seems so.” 
 
    “I could use your help on this, man. If he really wasn’t the guy—and I still think he is, but if he wasn’t, I don’t have shit.” 
 
    “Not my problem.” 
 
    Dixon shook his head. “You just can’t forgive me, can you? Even for something fourteen years ago. I did what I thought was right at the time. How can you ask for anything more? I made a judgment call. If I hadn’t, we’d both be sitting in a cell.” 
 
    Dixon rose and joined the techs. He put sunglasses on and then got into his car and left. Baudin waited until he was gone and decided to go back to the hotel. 
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    The hotel room was filled with noise as a party took place next door. Baudin didn’t mind. He enjoyed the music and young voices saying idiotic things. He took out his phone and dialed his daughter.  
 
    “Hey, Dad.” 
 
    “Hey. How’s my munchkin?” 
 
    “Me or Eric?” 
 
    “Both.” 
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    “Why?” 
 
    “Just this client who isn’t happy with anything. No matter how hard I work or what we get done, he’s just pissed off.” 
 
    “So drop his case.” 
 
    “Well, he pays the firm a bunch of money. Hopefully the divorce gets finalized soon and I can be done with him.” She paused. “I heard you’re back in Wyoming.” 
 
    “Just for a little bit.” 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Closing out some business.” 
 
    “I hate that place. I don’t like you going back.” 
 
    He tilted his head to the side, staring out the window. He guessed it was probably past lunchtime, and he hadn’t eaten anything. His stomach was in knots, and food was the last thing he felt like. “It’s just this one time. Then I’m done with it.” 
 
    “What’s it about?” 
 
    “Better you don’t know.” 
 
    “Dad, that’s bullshit.” 
 
    “Nothing serious. I’m coming home soon anyway.” 
 
    “Oh. So everything’s done?” 
 
    Baudin rubbed his eyes. Fatigue washed over him, and he realized he hadn’t slept much the previous night. “No, nothing’s done. I’m just not sure I can add much. I feel old. Like I’m getting more useless with age.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? I’ve never seen you so happy.” 
 
    “Yeah. Well, I better run. Tell Eric I’m comin’ by to take him to a movie as soon as I get back.” 
 
    “I will. Love you, Dad.” 
 
    He couldn’t help but grin. “Love you, babe.” 
 
    Baudin hung up and took in the unmistakable scent of marijuana. He debated for a moment and then went out into the hall. He knocked on the door of the room adjacent to his, and a young girl answered, barely twenty. She smiled. “Hi.” 
 
    “I can smell your pot.” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry.” 
 
    “Can I buy a joint off you guys?” 
 
    “Buy a joint?” 
 
    “Yeah. You guys still smoke joints, right? There hasn’t been some advance in pot-smoking technology in the past decade, has there?” 
 
    “Um… I don’t know.” 
 
    She glanced down, and Baudin saw her eyes widen. He had forgotten that his badge was still clipped to his belt. 
 
    “Oh, wow, no,” she said. “Hold on. Okay? Just hold on one second.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    The door closed, the music turned down, and the voices quieted. Baudin remembered his own youth when the police would show up to a party. The anxiety would hit, and the desire to either act older or to hide. He didn’t want to scare these kids, but if he was being honest with himself, he’d have to admit this was kind of fun.  
 
    A young boy came to the door. He only opened it about a third of the way and held out a clear baggie without saying anything. Baudin took it and smelled it. He had forgotten what marijuana smelled like, both repugnant and pleasant at once.  
 
    “Twenty bucks,” the kid said nervously.  
 
    Baudin stared at him a second, and the kid swallowed. Baudin took out his wallet and handed him a twenty. The boy quickly shut the door, and Baudin went back to his hotel room.  
 
    The party was subdued after that. Baudin sat by the window in a recliner and smoked the pot. Two joints, rolled very poorly. The weed was cheap and stung a bit as he smoked. He blew the smoke out the window and watched the parking lot. Soon he was light-headed, and an airy feeling came over him. Comforting. Calming. The fear that had sunk into his bones released. He thought of Candi.  
 
    In a way, he had loved her. That was why he didn’t say good-bye. He had felt an affinity for her, and her pain, that he would never have with his wife. He hadn’t said good-bye because he was scared he might not have left. He abandoned her for his own selfish reasons, and now she was dead. He hadn’t even called to check up on her. He was back here for her, and the only reason he wanted to leave was because of the fear of again stepping into that world of people who didn’t see life and death as any different, people who committed suicide over and over by the taking of innocent lives. He was afraid, and the knowledge of that fear was worse than the fear itself.  
 
    He put the joint out on the windowsill and stuffed the rest of it back into the bag. He went to the nightstand and picked up the file. He ran his finger over the photo of Candi, her face pushed into the sand, then put it back in the file.  
 
    He wouldn’t be leaving quite yet. 
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    Baudin had set an appointment with a professor of herpetology at the University of Wyoming. Professor George Yellowman said he could squeeze Baudin in during his office hours.  
 
    It took him about an hour to get to the University of Wyoming, and then another ten minutes to find the biology building. A few students were still hanging around, and Baudin was amazed by how young they looked. Had he looked that young in college? It didn’t seem possible.  
 
    The building was cramped and dirty. A drinking fountain by the door had some sort of white foam buildup on the surface, and one of the doors to a classroom was ready to fall off its hinges.  
 
    He took the stairs down to the basement and found the room he was looking for. Professor Yellowman’s office was just like Baudin expected: cartoons of talking snakes or turtles, books, files, and empty cans of energy drinks in the trash. Yellowman looked up through his glasses. 
 
    “Professor Yellowman?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I’m Ethan Baudin. I called earlier.” 
 
    “Oh, right. Have a seat.” He leaned back and took off his glasses as Baudin sat. “You didn’t have to come down. You could’ve just emailed me the photo.” 
 
    “I wanted the drive.” 
 
    “Alone time, huh? I can relate. I have four kids at home. So, let’s see your photo.” 
 
    Baudin took the photos out and laid them on the desk. “I need to know what kind of snakes these are.” 
 
    Yellowman picked up the photos and stared at them. “Wow. Where’d you take these?” 
 
    “They were taken at a crime scene. You know the snake?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah. It’s a Cerastes cerastes, a horned viper. Deadly. I don’t see them around here. Where did you find them?” 
 
    “Cheyenne.” 
 
    “Hm. They’re actually native to Africa, North Africa specifically. This little fella shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “So someone would have to import them?” 
 
    “Yeah. Used to be a big hassle. Now you can order ’em online. People get them as pets because of the horns. Some cults use them in rituals. Slow breeders, though. I guess if you let a few of ’em loose you would eventually get a population living here in the States. I see that happening in places like Arizona or California, but not here. At least that I’ve seen. So yeah, if these were taken in Cheyenne, they were likely imported here.” 
 
    “You said cults use them. What kind of cults?” 
 
    “I don’t know too much about it. Satanic cults, I guess. I’ve never dealt with it personally, just read about it.” 
 
    Baudin looked at a poster behind the professor. A snake had its mouth wide, baring its fangs, and looked to be caught in the motion of biting something. The interior of its mouth was pink and red, the fangs dull white and long. It looked like the jaw was unhinged, and it sent a small cold shiver up Baudin’s back. 
 
    “Could you give me a list of the sites where people go to get snakes like this?” 
 
    “Oh, there’s tons. It’d be a long list.” 
 
    “I might be looking for someone local that breeds them. He’s used at least six of them.” 
 
    “You might want to check with some of the local snake farmers. They raise snakes and then sell the venom to make antivenom. Maybe those guys can help.” 
 
    “Can you tell me anything else about the snakes?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Anything useful or strange?” 
 
    He thought a moment. “They’re docile, if that helps. Not aggressive like rattlers… more reserved I guess you’d say. They think before they attack something. Probably one of the more intelligent species of snake. But they’ve been known to kill when they’re not hungry, too. Some people think they do it for fun. The ancient Berbers in Morocco used to believe they were mistresses to the God of Death, that they were carrying out his work here on earth. They’re a very ancient species. They’ve been killing humans since before we walked upright. Maybe if you show me a live specimen I can tell you more. They evolve differently based on the environment. The horned vipers in Morocco are different from the horned vipers in Egypt. I can’t tell from these photographs, but get me a live one, and I can probably tell you exactly where it came from.” 
 
    He nodded, the phrase God of Death running through his mind. “I appreciate your time.”  
 
    Baudin rose, and the professor said, “Hey, out of curiosity, what type of crime?” 
 
    “He cuts women open and shoves these snakes inside them.” 
 
    Yellowman didn’t say anything. He blinked once and then stared down at his desk, as though searching for something appropriate to say.  
 
    “Well, I hope you find him.” 
 
    “Me, too.” 
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    Snake farming was more popular than Baudin thought it would be. He Googled snake farmers near Cheyenne and got fifteen hits. The nearest farm was half an hour outside Cheyenne, and Baudin picked up a vegetable sandwich and a bottle of water before heading out.  
 
    He tried calling Keri but just got voice mail. All he said was, “Hey, thinking of you. I might be out here a little longer. Give me a call later tonight.” 
 
    Outside of Cheyenne, the desert bore little resemblance to the landscapes near Los Angeles. Here, nothing but flat dirt went on for miles until being broken up by hills or mountains. The dirt had a distinct color to it—not quite brown and not quite black or red, either—a mixture of random colors spewed out over the earth.  
 
    Baudin rolled down his windows and let the hot air blow in his face. He let his arm dangle out the window and watched the passing landscape with the curiosity of a tourist in a strange land.  
 
    The farm was actually a ranch. He pulled in, and the gate had to be manually opened. Above it hung a wooden sign letting him know he was entering Doe Head Ranch. 
 
    Several buildings were clustered together, and Baudin parked between them. An old pickup truck sat in front of the building to the right, and he went in. It resembled a ranch house, but the first things he saw when he entered were small cages with glass instead of bars. Inside were hundreds of snakes.  
 
    He froze at the doorway. The place was quiet, a complete and utter silence considering how much life was in there. The hairs on his neck stood up and he thought about leaving.  
 
    “Help you?” a voice said.  
 
    It startled Baudin, and he had to search the large space to see the little man hunched over a table. The man was wearing blue latex gloves and wiped at the sweat on his forehead with the back of his arm.  
 
    “Um… Ethan Baudin. I’m with the Cheyenne Police.” 
 
    “What can I do ya for?” 
 
    “Just had some questions about snakes.” 
 
    “Come to the right place.” The man peeled off his gloves and threw them in a trash bin. He approached Baudin and held out his hand. The two men shook, and Baudin looked over to the table the man had been sitting at. A snake about two feet long lay supine on the table, its guts cut open and exposed to the world. The sight nauseated Baudin.  
 
    “Roger Evans.” 
 
    “I wanted to know about this snake, Roger.” Baudin opened one of the files and handed him the photograph.  
 
    Roger whistled. “Horned viper. Nice. Really rare bastard.” 
 
    “Do you sell them?” 
 
    “Hell no I don’t sell them. They’re not good for anything—anything productive, anyway. I sell venom, but the venom of these snakes can’t be synthesized into antivenom. Some sort of corruption in it. Makes the entire batch ineffective. What you need horned vipers for, anyway?” 
 
    “They were found at a crime scene. I’ve been told they’re used by cults.” 
 
    “Oh… the horns. I don’t know about all that, though. The devil worship and whatnot. But, yeah. We had us a cult back in Oklahoma that was usin’ ’em. They’d dance with ’em or something. When left alone, they’re nice and gentle. When they’re provoked, the species has a disposition about as pleasant as a wolverine with a hard-on, and bit one of the dancers. Fella died before they could call an ambulance.” 
 
    “Anyone here use them that you know of?” 
 
    “Wyoming? No idea. I ain’t heard nothin’. Don’t have too many cults out this way, though.” 
 
    “Can you tell from the photo where the snake came from?” 
 
    Roger shook his head. “No. I don’t deal with these, like I said.” He handed the photo back.  
 
    Baudin replaced the photo and looked around at the snakes. “Anybody ever call you and ask about these? Maybe about purchasing some?” 
 
    “Not that I recall. Me and the wifey run the place, though, so I can ask her if she got any calls.” 
 
    “I’d appreciate that,” Baudin said, staring at a particularly fat snake in the cage nearest him. The snake’s tail coiled up in a slick, smooth motion, and Baudin had to look away.  
 
    “Not a fan of snakes, huh?” 
 
    “I just feel better when they’re not around. Here’s my card. Please let me know what your wife says.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baudin hit two more snake farms that day and got the same result: the horned vipers were rare and not worth trying to milk for venom. He did get one valuable piece of information: a website that most snake farmers bought their snakes from. If somebody was buying horned vipers in large quantities of at least six, a farmer had told him, this would be the site they would do it from. Baudin wrote the site’s name down and looked it up on his phone. It had a Mexico address, and no one answered when he called. He put a reminder in his calendar to try them again in a couple of hours and headed back to the city.  
 
    As he drove, the photo of the viper slipped out of the file. With one hand on the steering wheel, he used the other to put the photo back in the file and then tossed the file in the backseat so he couldn’t see it. 
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    Baudin went back to the station and into Dixon’s office. Evening had fallen, and the sun gently nestled behind the horizon. The sky was burnt orange, and the light came streaming into Dixon’s office, casting shadows in the corners. He was on the phone and held up a finger, indicating it’d be just a second. Baudin sat down across from him and stared out the window.  
 
    Dixon said, “Not my problem. Not my problem, Bill. Take care of it.” He hung up and shook his head. “You would not believe how hard it is to find someone competent to do the jobs I need done.” He exhaled through his nose. “IAD talk to you yet about the shooting?” 
 
    “Not yet. I visited a professor about the snakes, though.” 
 
    “Yeah?” he said, picking up a bottle of water and taking a swig. “What’d you find out?” 
 
    “Horned vipers. You ever heard of ’em?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “They’re indigenous to North Africa. But the professor said something interesting. He said satanic cults use them in rituals, because of their horns.” 
 
    “Why’s that interesting?” 
 
    “We’re thinking this is one guy, but what if it’s a whole fucking cult? What if what we’re looking for is a group of people, a group that maybe Newton belonged to. It would explain why he was running and why we didn’t find anything at his house. They keep the snakes somewhere else.” 
 
    Dixon thought a second. “Seems thin, man. Conspiracy theories never pan out.” 
 
    “You had an entire fraternity here systematically raping women at parties. Is it really so crazy to think a group of Satanists wouldn’t start sacrificing people if they thought they could get away with it?” 
 
    Dixon leaned back in his seat. He looked confused for a moment, then he shook his head again. “Satanic cults, huh? Great. How am I gonna spin that in the media? People will lose their minds. They’ll see Satanists everywhere.” 
 
    “Nobody needs to know about it yet. We could be wrong. Could be just one guy and this is his fantasy. Maybe he’s impotent and the snakes are a surrogate for his penis.” 
 
    Dixon chuckled. “That’s what I love about you. You’re probably just as sick as the fucker we’re chasing.” 
 
    Though meant as a joke, Baudin didn’t find it funny. He grabbed a figurine off of Dixon’s desk, a small man on a horse wearing a cowboy hat, and spun it in his fingers. “You know anything about the Satanists out here?” 
 
    “Not much. Few teenagers go out to the cemetery and do whatever weird shit it is they do. We get a call every few months.” 
 
    “Would anyone else know?” 
 
    “Yeah. I got a guy I guess you would call our Vice detective. I think he dealt with them once for having sex in public or something. He’s here if you wanna talk to him.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Dixon reached across the desk, took the figurine back, and set it on the desk. “No time like the present.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Detective Wayne Taylor looked like a caricature of a detective. He wore a short-sleeved button-down shirt with a tie that had a stain near the bottom. His mustache covered his upper lip, and his pale-blue eyes were rimmed red with fatigue. Fat white forearms stuck out of the sleeves of the shirt and jiggled as Baudin and Dixon approached him. He cut short the phone call he was on.  
 
    “Wayne, this is Ethan. We’re looking into the snake case, and he has some questions.” 
 
    “Shoot,” Wayne said, turning to his computer and continuing typing a report.  
 
    “What do you know about the satanic cults in the area?” 
 
    Wayne turned away from the screen and looked at him now. “You think the killings were done by a cult?” 
 
    “Just exploring the options.” 
 
    “Well,” he said with a sigh, “we got one pretty active group, but they’re young kids. They spray-paint pentagrams and stuff like that. Don’t really see them doing anything like this. I bust one of them pretty frequently, and a while back, he told me some stuff about some guys that were hardcore. That was the word he used, hardcore. Said they were into some really sick shit.” 
 
    “You got the name of the kid?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, turning back to his computer. He brought up the Spillman database and then entered a name. He clicked on a case number from a list, and it displayed a photograph of a young kid, maybe sixteen, with red hair and glasses. Wayne printed the page and handed it to Baudin with a grunt. It contained the kid’s name, Henry Jones, and his address and juvenile criminal history. He had racked up fourteen convictions and twice that many arrests in his sixteen years, but nothing serious. All underage drinking, pot possession, vandalism, and false information to law enforcement.  
 
    “Thanks,” Baudin said.  
 
    “Happy hunting,” Wayne said, turning back to his computer.  
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    Henry Jones lived in an apartment. It was the type of apartment complex that boasted a pool and a tennis court, but the pool was drained and had debris covering the bottom, and the tennis court didn’t have a net.  
 
    “I remember growin’ up in apartments like these,” Baudin said. “Foster kids were shuffled around a lot, and people saw it as an easy paycheck. They’d get their fee, and then the money that was supposed to be spent on me, they’d keep, too.” 
 
    “Made you strong, though, didn’t it?” Dixon said as they headed to the set of stairs leading to the second floor.  
 
    “Made me distrustful. I put up walls that I’m not sure ever came down.” 
 
    They knocked on the first apartment up the stairs. A young girl answered, clearly Henry’s sister.  
 
    “Police,” Dixon said. “Can you get your mom or dad?” 
 
    The girl shouted, “Mom!”  
 
    A woman stepped out of a bedroom and came to the door. She was young, maybe no more than thirty, which would mean she’d had Henry when she was fourteen or fifteen. “What’s he done now?” 
 
    “You can tell we’re cops?” Dixon said.  
 
    “That seems to be the only people who show up here. If it weren’t for bad news, I’d have no news.” She opened the door further. “Have a seat, I guess.” 
 
    The woman wore sweats and a white tank top. She had a soft face and eyes that seemed defeated. She sat down on the couch, and the little girl sat next to her. “Bella, go play in your room.” 
 
    “But I wanna hear.” 
 
    “Listen to your mama, now. Go.” 
 
    The girl sighed and hopped off the couch. After she was gone, Baudin said, “She’s adorable. Nine?” 
 
    “Yes. And a monster. Though not as bad as her brother,” she said sadly. “What did he do?” 
 
    “He didn’t do anything. He just might know some people that can help us with a case. Is Henry here?” 
 
    “No. He don’t come home ’til late.” 
 
    “Does he work?” 
 
    She chuckled. “Shit. That boy couldn’t hold a job to save his life. He goes with his loser friends around the city. Smoking dope at their houses, trying to steal liquor, breaking into closed stores… I don’t know. Maybe all kids get in trouble like that. I don’t know.” 
 
    Baudin leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “It’s very important we find him.” 
 
    “Check his friend Roach’s house.” 
 
    “His name’s Roach?” Dixon asked. 
 
    “I don’t know his real name.” 
 
    “Can you text him and ask him to come home?” Baudin asked.  
 
    “He don’t listen to me.” 
 
    Baudin thought a moment. “Text him and ask him if he needs any money.” 
 
    She hesitated. “No. Not until I know what this is about.” 
 
    “It’s about none of your damn business,” Dixon said.  
 
    Baudin chimed in quickly. “We’re investigating a murder, and we think Henry may know the man that did it.” 
 
    She folded her arms and shook her head, looking down. Baudin could tell her mind was somewhere else, probably somewhere a long time ago when Henry was innocent and relied on her for protection, when he was her son in a way she recognized. He could tell she had no idea who he was anymore.  
 
    “I’ll ask him where he is. But I’m not gonna tell you just to have you run down there and arrest him.” 
 
    “No arrest, I promise.” 
 
    She rose and went to the kitchen. Her cell phone lay on the countertop, and she sent a text. A minute later, she got a reply, and then sent another one before saying, “He’s at the mall.” 
 
    Baudin rose. “Thank you.” 
 
    When they left the apartment, Dixon didn’t say anything on the walk back to the car. Possibly, he wasn’t used to someone else asking questions and leading the direction of an investigation. He seemed distant, suddenly, and didn’t talk as they got to the car. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Baudin asked. 
 
    “Just the woman. She didn’t have any control over him. He’s destroying himself, and she’s just got to sit there and watch. I think about my kids sometimes like that. What I would do if they became drug addicts or started running with the wrong people.” 
 
    “What would you do?” 
 
    “I don’t know, man. I could bear down on ’em and make sure they never leave the house, but what does that really do? Just makes ’em wanna fight me more.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re born with their own natures, and we’re just here to help them find it. With Heather, I knew her personality from the time she was in her mother’s womb. It didn’t change. She came in a complete little package, and I just had to realize I didn’t have the power over her that I thought I did. Maybe we don’t have power over anyone, not really.” 
 
    Dixon nodded. “You miss this at all?” 
 
    “What? Talking?” 
 
    “Yeah, man. The chase. I haven’t had a partner in ten years. I miss it. Someone I can trust fully.” 
 
    “You don’t trust your wife fully?” 
 
    “She cheated on me once, man. You never get over that. Never. You hear her get a text at night, and you think it’s another man. She tells me she’s going to the gym, and I don’t believe her. It’s just not something you ever get over.” 
 
    “Why don’t you divorce her?” 
 
    “I’m lazy. We’re comfortable. We don’t fight or really have much to do with each other. No reason to rock the boat, you know?” 
 
    “I couldn’t live my life that way. Walking around in a dead marriage. Not having a home full of love to go to.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, not all of us get that luxury.” He exhaled, took out his keys, and opened his door. “Let’s go find this little prick.” 
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    Baudin tried to remember if he’d ever been to Frontier Mall and couldn’t recall a single time he had. In the two years he’d lived here, he’d had no need for it. Everything he wanted he ordered from Amazon, and if they didn’t have it, he figured he could do without it.  
 
    Entering the mall was like entering an ancient forum, something people once congregated to and revered, and that now lay in ruins. The crowds were nonexistent, the stores shabby, and the entire place had a sense that it was no longer relevant.  
 
    The two men passed several stores and kiosks, a few massage chairs, and an arcade—something Baudin hadn’t seen in thirty or forty years. He stopped in front of it and stared inside at the colorfully lit space with the blue, red, and green lights flashing from the machines. At the far end, he could see a skeeball deck but nowhere to cash in tickets. No one was inside.  
 
    He followed Dixon to the food court. A few tables were taken. Near a hot dog vendor, a group of four teenagers sat. One of them was Henry Jones. He had his arm over the back of his chair, and his sunglasses were still on.  
 
    They approached the boy. Almost as though by a sixth sense, Henry looked up at them. He ignored them for a moment until he saw they were headed right to him. Then the boy was on his feet and running, with no hesitation or curiosity. It was as though he were always in a state of hyper-vigilance, knowing that another arrest was always barreling toward him, and it was only a matter of time before it caught up. 
 
    “Hey, police!” Dixon shouted.  
 
    The two men rushed after him. The boy was fast. He bolted out the doors and into the parking lot, Baudin and Dixon getting farther behind him. He ran to the left and ducked into a department store. Baudin opened the door and ran inside, the smell of perfume wafting in the air. Henry ran in between two mannequins, knocking them over, and darted up the escalator.  
 
    “I’ll take the elevator up,” Dixon said.  
 
    Baudin sprinted up the escalator. Henry wove in between the women’s clothing on the second floor. He knocked over any display he could, hoping to trip Baudin up. But the space wasn’t large enough for him to get much of a lead. Baudin cornered him.  
 
    The boy ran into the bathroom. Baudin opened the door cautiously. He wanted to be the one to get him. He had no doubt that Dixon would exact some sort of revenge for making them chase him. 
 
    “Henry,” Baudin shouted, “come on out now. We want to talk to you. I promised your mom I wouldn’t arrest you.” 
 
    The bathroom was silent. Baudin stepped inside and shut the door behind him. The only place to hide was either what looked like a storage room off to the side or in the stalls. Baudin leaned against the wall and opened the storage room door quickly. Brooms and buckets took up most of the closet. He turned around to check the stalls, and Henry bashed him in the face.  
 
    Baudin ducked the next blow and came up with a cross to the cheek that sent Henry stumbling back. Baudin slammed his fist into the boy’s ribs twice, the boy collapsing onto the floor, holding his ribs and groaning.  
 
    Baudin backed off of him and leaned against the wall. He didn’t have any handcuffs or a gun, so he just waited.  
 
    “We just want to talk.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    “Henry, I want you to listen to me very carefully. I promised your mother I wouldn’t arrest you, and I have no plans to. But my partner, see, he’s not like me. He doesn’t care about that sort of thing. When he gets in here, he’s gonna wanna kick your ass. I’m the only thing standing between you and him. All I want is to talk.” 
 
    Henry pulled himself up and sat against the wall. He laughed. “Fuck you, pig. You think JV scares me? Shit, I live in cages.” 
 
    Baudin sighed. The boy was too far gone. At sixteen, he had already been institutionalized. The part of every human being that made them feel they were a member of society, that they had an incentive to make sure society functioned smoothly and that innocent people weren’t hurt or taken advantage of, that part of Henry Jones had been excised. On each hand, a tattoo filled in between his knuckles. Both spelled HATE.  
 
    Dixon opened the door a second later. He saw the boy sitting against the wall holding his stomach, and grinned.  
 
    “Last chance, Henry,” Baudin said. “We need some information on a man that’s killed two women. You’d be helping stop this man. Just some information, and we’ll leave you alone.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” 
 
    An image of Candi flashed into Baudin’s mind just then, a time when she helped him when no one else would. 
 
    “He won’t talk,” Baudin said. With that, he opened the door and left.  
 
    Baudin stood outside, anxiety and guilt eating away at his guts. A man walked up, and Baudin said, “It’s occupied. Use another one.” 
 
    Shortly after that, he heard the first, muffled scream. 
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    Baudin could only take so much. After a minute, he ran into the bathroom. Henry Jones lay crumpled on the ground, blood spattered on the tiled floor around him. One of his eyes was swelling shut, and blood dribbled from his mouth like a leaky faucet. Baudin got in between him and Dixon.  
 
    “That’s enough, man,” Baudin said. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    Dixon’s blood-smeared knuckles filled Baudin with revulsion. He had to look away. He turned to the boy and leaned down over him. “You need to talk to me. I don’t want him to keep hurting you.” 
 
    “What the fuck do you want?” 
 
    “You told a detective that you knew of some hardcore Satanists. I’m not talking about sacrificing cats. I want the real thing. Do you know who they are?” 
 
    He pushed himself up with one arm, holding his fingers to his mouth to stop the flow of blood. His eyes held rage.  
 
    “When all you know is power, what happens when you’re overpowered?” Baudin said.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You live your life by force and intimidation. Your mother is intimidated by you. I can tell. Your sister. Your friends probably, too. But there are forces in the world that you’re nothing before. So what happens when all you know is how to intimidate, and you can’t intimidate anymore? It’s a losing game, Henry.” Baudin sat down on the floor with him. “I was like you when I was a kid. Full of just… rage. Pure rage. At anything that came within my reach. I lashed out at anything. I was more violent than you, though. I really wanted to hurt people, not just pretend that I would hurt them.” 
 
    Henry spit a glob of blood onto the floor.  
 
    “I want the men that you know about. The hardcore ones. You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?” 
 
    He swallowed and then stared at Dixon.  
 
    “Kyle, give us a minute, will ya?” 
 
    Dixon chuckled. “Sure, man. I’ll be right outside if you need me.” 
 
    Baudin turned back to Henry and watched him a second. The fire in his eyes, the hatred, it all stemmed from his own insecurity. He was in pain, and no one in his life recognized the pain. Nothing could alleviate it. Pain, like a wound, could fester if left unattended. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said.  
 
    “For what?” Henry said. “This don’t mean shit to me.” 
 
    Baudin rose and got some paper towels. He handed them to Henry, who put them on his swelling lips.  
 
    “I don’t like violence, Henry. But I don’t have time to play nice right now. There’s a great force out there, and it’s hunting. I’m running out of time, and I need to find it. And you can help me.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “What did you mean when you told that detective that you knew some Satanists that were hardcore?” 
 
    He spit on the floor again and then said, “Some guys. Used to be in high school, but they don’t do nothin’ now. I get my pot from ’em. They worship Satan. I was over there buyin’ pot last time, and they were talkin’ about how they fucked some girl. Like a young girl, in sixth grade. I knew her. They said they kept giving her shots of heroin, and they would fuck her when she couldn’t do nothin’. They beat her up a little, too. I know her brother, and he said she dropped out of school and had to be homeschooled. I guess that’s why. They do crazy shit.” 
 
    Baudin watched him. All his barriers were down, and he was, right here, just a boy. A confused, terrified, hurt boy. And Baudin knew no one would be there for him to change that. Henry Jones would probably get sent to prison at some point, and from then on, the nightmare of his life would only get worse.  
 
    “You’re going to show me their house, and then me and you are gonna talk to your mom.” 
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    Henry Jones sat in the backseat. Baudin glanced back at him. The boy’s defenses had been destroyed. He didn’t feel rebellious or defiant anymore. He was now open with them. Baudin thought he saw him the way his mother used to see him. 
 
    “It’s right there,” he said.  
 
    Dixon drove past the house—a destroyed rambler that looked like a place people would squat to smoke meth or crack in. They parked up the road. Dixon turned to the boy and said, “You stay in the car.” 
 
    The two men stepped out. Baudin followed him for a few paces and said, “You just gonna knock on the door?” 
 
    “You wanna sneak through a window or something?” 
 
    “No, man. I just want to take it easy and do this right. Have some time to digest this case a little bit.” 
 
    “Digest it for what? These little shits might be the ones who killed those girls. We don’t need to digest anything. We’ll bash their heads in if they don’t do what we want.” 
 
    Baudin stopped him. “What the hell is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Nothin’, man. Get your hand off me.” 
 
    Baudin stared into his eyes. “Kyle, what’s wrong with you?” Despite Dixon trying to look away, Baudin followed him and maintained eye contact. “What is it? What happened to you to make you like this?” 
 
    Dixon shook his head, staring down at his shoes. “Nothin’ happened. I just took your advice. There is no law. It’s just a war with no boundaries. A constant fucking war.” 
 
    “It doesn’t need to be.” 
 
    “Shit. I didn’t hear any preachin’ when you asked me to beat that kid.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask you to do that.” 
 
    “Don’t bullshit me, Ethan. We both know why you left that bathroom. So when it suits you, you do what you have to do. When it doesn’t, you give lectures.” 
 
    “No lectures,” Baudin said. “No lectures, man. It’s just, the Kyle I knew would hate this person.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said softly, “well, maybe I do, too.” 
 
    They got up to the front porch and knocked on the door. No one answered at first. Dixon pounded on it with his fist until someone unlocked it and answered.  
 
    A short man with a mullet and eyes set too close together answered. He looked from one of them to the other and didn’t say anything.  
 
    “Police. Open the fucking door,” Dixon said.  
 
    Dixon pushed past him and entered the house. Baudin followed.  
 
    Black cloth hung on the living room wall with a painted depiction of a goat’s head inside a pentagram. Nazi memorabilia was everywhere: trinkets, and posters, and books. The house reeked of pot, sweat, and meth. Baudin hadn’t smelled that stink in so long he thought he’d forgotten it, but he knew it instantly—the sharp burnt-plastic smell that made him sick. He could barely stand to smell it. He had no idea how people actually inhaled it.  
 
    In the corner was a boa constrictor, what looked like a baby, in an empty fish tank. 
 
    Dixon pushed the man down onto the couch and sat down next to him, uncomfortably close. He smiled and said, “You’re a Satanist, huh? How long you been one of those?” The man looked to Baudin, and Dixon instantly shouted, “Don’t look at him when I’m talking to you!” 
 
    “S-Sorry. I just…” 
 
    “How long you been a Satanist?” 
 
    “I’m not. Not no more.” 
 
    “You were, though?” 
 
    He nodded. “Long time ago. I work now. Got a kid. I don’t do that shit. But it’s just a religion like any other.” 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t do that shit? What shit?” 
 
    He swallowed. “I don’t know. Nothin’.” 
 
    Dixon nodded and smiled. He glanced at Baudin. “I don’t know, nothin’. Well, that’s too bad. I was really hoping you would know something that could help us, but I guess we’ll just leave.” 
 
    “Um, okay.” 
 
    Dixon grabbed the man by his throat and pushed him back into the couch. “Listen, you little shit, you will answer every fucking question we ask you. If I think you’re holding back for a second, I will lock you up in a cell with ten blacks and tell them about the little swastikas you got hangin’ up here. They’re gonna have a real good time with you after that. You hear me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” the man said frantically, “yeah, okay. I’ll tell you whatever you want. I don’t have nothin’ to hide.” 
 
    Dixon let him go. He pulled out his phone and brought up photos of the dead women. “These two women were killed. What do you know about it?” 
 
    “Holy shit.” His eyes widened at the photos. “That’s… no way. I don’t know no one that would do that shit.” 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I ain’t lying.”  
 
    The man looked nervous, itchy. His eyes kept darting between the two men, and then he would force himself to look calm. Baudin didn’t know if he was lying—the surprise on his face seemed genuine when he saw the photos—but he was clearly hiding something.  
 
    “Keep him here,” Baudin said. “I’m gonna check out the rest of the house.” 
 
    “Hey,” the man said nervously, “you can’t… you can’t do that. You need a warrant.” 
 
    “A warrant or your permission,” Dixon said. He pulled out his sidearm and placed it on his lap. “Do we have your permission?” 
 
    The man swallowed but didn’t say anything. Baudin headed into the kitchen.  
 
    The sink was full of dishes and gray-brown water that stank like rot, and the counters were crusted with food from long ago. The floors were caked in dirt, and the fridge had smears over it. Baudin opened it, and a waft of something rank hit his nostrils. It made his stomach churn, and he closed the fridge quickly and left the kitchen for the dining room. A table with a few broken-down chairs was pushed against the wall, unused and with a thick layer of dust coating them. Baudin checked the pantry and saw it was empty.  
 
    Around the pantry were stairs leading up to the second floor. Baudin took out the sidearm Dixon had given him. He clicked off the safety and took the stairs slowly, his eyes up, constantly scanning for any movement.  
 
    The house was old, and he wondered how many occupants had lived here before. Some of the homes in Cheyenne were over a hundred years old, remodeled just enough so they wouldn’t fall over in a strong windstorm.  
 
    At the top of the stairs, Baudin could see several rooms. The doors were open, and he saw mattresses and old fast-food wrappers as well as several posters of Hitler, swastikas, and the goat and pentagram. The upstairs had a warm garbage smell that the downstairs lacked.  
 
    He checked the first bedroom. The closets didn’t have doors, and he wondered what had happened to them—probably broken during some multi-day meth binge. The skinhead movement had adopted methamphetamine as its drug of choice. The inflated sense of power and the constant energy-fueled outings where five or six skinheads would go out into a city, find some poor souls to beat or harass, and then flee. Baudin even remembered a case in Los Angeles where four of them had been methed out for five days and began running over blacks and Hispanics in the streets until their tires were shot out by LAPD. Even then, they didn’t stop fighting, not until one of them was shot to death for trying to get a cop’s gun. The man who had shot him was Baudin.  
 
    He checked a bathroom, and the smell from an unflushed, clogged toilet was so overpowering he thought he might vomit. The bathtub had a thin layer of brownish water as well, and it looked like that had become the makeshift toilet in the absence of a working one.  
 
    Baudin left the bathroom quickly and saw a length of thin rope hanging down from a door in the ceiling. He went into the other bedroom and found what he was looking for: a ladder. The only reason they would have a ladder there was if they went up to the attic frequently.  
 
    He set the ladder up and climbed. At the top rung, he listened a long time. Hearing nothing but Dixon talking quietly with the man downstairs, Baudin climbed up.  
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    Kyle Dixon didn’t like the man sitting next to him. He had a weaselly appearance, as if his face had been crushed and then never filled out again. Dixon could picture him as a bully, but only a bully to the weakest around him. Dixon had known men like him a lot in his life, people who unleashed anger on anyone who wouldn’t fight back. His dad had been that way, and he wondered if that was why he had an instant dislike of this pasty man sitting next to him. 
 
    “What’s your name?” Dixon asked.  
 
    “Kevin.” 
 
    “Kevin,” Dixon said, leaning forward, the gun dangling from his fingertips like a toy. “You said Satanism is just a religion like anything else. Tell me about it.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Not much to tell. We have Mass, like Catholics do. But there’s other things we do.” 
 
    “Other things like what?” 
 
    “Dope, mostly. Or we’ll have a chick, and all the guys bang her on the altar. That part’s fun. That’s how they got me. When I was sixteen, I got to bang hot girls for free. It’s hard to say no to that shit.” 
 
    “But what about the religion? What’s it all about?” 
 
    “Just about fuckin’ doin’ what you want, you know? Not lettin’ anyone tell you what to do. You know that line that Jesus said? That if someone hit you on one cheek, you let them do it on the other? We say, ‘If someone hit you on one cheek, you bash them in the other.’ Revenge is a good thing, and you should only care about yourself. No one else matters. Just you and your own life.” He shrugged again. “I don’t know, maybe the religion fits more for these times, you know? The world’s gone to shit, so maybe it’s a better religion for shit.” 
 
    “Do whatever you want and bang hot chicks, huh? Why’d you leave, then? That sounds pretty sweet.” 
 
    “I got sick of that shit. You just get sick of it.” 
 
    “What about your buddies that live here?” 
 
    “You’ll have to ask them.” 
 
    Dixon considered him a moment. “I can smell the meth in this house. You guys manufacture. That’s not good, Kevin. Not good at all.” 
 
    “It’s not me, man. It’s not.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you. But I got a deal for you. I’m gonna need information from you. Or at least my detectives will. You give us that information and don’t deal to any kids, you can sell all the meth you want. As long as I get ten percent. I’ll have someone come by and pick it up every month. You got me?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “You fuck with me, though, and you’re not gonna like it, Kevin. I’m not one of those cops who goes around arresting people when they fuck with me. The arrest doesn’t mean anything to me.” Dixon leaned in closer to him. “I’m gonna hurt you, Kevin. I’m gonna hurt you so bad you’ll wish you were never alive. So you make a deal with me, you better follow through.” 
 
    Kevin was staring into his eyes when Dixon heard a voice from upstairs. “Kyle, get up here,” Baudin shouted.  
 
    Dixon rose and said, “Don’t fucking move.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The attic stank. Not of mold or rot, as Baudin had expected, but of feces and urine—the recent scents of a person. When he had climbed all the way through, he lifted his weapon with one hand and fumbled for his cell phone with the other, opening the flashlight function. As soon as the light lit up the space, he heard a squeal, like a scream with the mouth closed.  
 
    On a soiled mattress in the corner, nude and covered in filth, lay a woman with blond hair, or what had once been blond hair, though now it was brown and matted with filth. She was weeping.  
 
    “Hi,” Baudin said, as innocently as he could muster. He leaned down near her. “I know they hurt you, but they can’t hurt you anymore. I’m going to get you out of here, okay? You’re going to go home.” 
 
    The woman, trembling, just kept crying.  
 
    Baudin tried helping her to her feet, and she recoiled at his touch. He let her go, and she covered her breasts with her arms. 
 
    “My name’s Ethan. I’m a cop. I’m here to help you. You have to stand up and follow me. I’m going to get you out of here, but you have to stand up.” 
 
    The woman covered her face a few moments and cried, her body convulsing. Finally, she inhaled as though bracing herself and rose. 
 
     Baudin climbed down the ladder first, and she followed. He shouted, “Kyle, get up here.” 
 
    Dixon came up a moment later. His eyes widened when he saw the girl.  
 
    “Shit,” Dixon said, running back down the stairs.  
 
    Baudin followed him. The front door was open. Dixon ran out, stood on the porch, and scanned the neighborhood.  
 
    “Shit, shit!” Dixon bellowed. “Little fucker took off.” 
 
    “We’ll find him,” Baudin said. “Call it in.” 
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    Baudin wouldn’t leave the girl. He had gotten a blanket for her out of the bedroom. They sat on the couch and waited. He didn’t know what to say, and she just kept crying. Bruises covered her body; the raw, red skin around her wrists and ankles showed that she had been bound tightly with rope. He hadn’t seen any rope while he was up there. 
 
    A package of cigarettes lay on the coffee table next to a lighter. Baudin took it and lit one. He offered it to her. She stared at it a second and then took it and put it to her lips. Her hands were trembling so badly that it almost fell. Baudin lit another one for himself. The crackle of the cigarette and the smoke going down his throat calmed him.  
 
    “I haven’t smoked for twelve years,” Baudin said.  
 
    She glanced at him.  
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    She swallowed and tried to bring the cigarette to her lips again. This time she couldn’t hold it, and it fell on the floor. She put her face in her hands and wept again. Baudin reached out to offer a calming touch then thought better of it and picked up the cigarette instead, stubbing it out on the table. After that, he just smoked quietly as they waited for the ambulance to arrive, letting her cry.  
 
    They didn’t have to wait long. Dixon stayed outside to talk to them. When the paramedics came in, Baudin leaned over, staring into her bloodshot, fearful eyes, and said, “I’m going to find them.” 
 
    He rose from the couch as the paramedics took over. Both of them were women, and Baudin had no doubt Dixon had asked for them specifically.  
 
    “Thanks for getting her female paramedics,” Baudin said to Dixon.  
 
    He shook his head and spit. “Ain’t nothin’.” He exhaled loudly and put his hands in his pockets. “Never get used to seeing shit like this, huh?” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” 
 
    Dixon looked over to the cigarette in his hand. “I thought you quit.” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    He grinned. “Shit’ll kill ya.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know.”  
 
    Dixon watched the blinking lights for a long time. “I’ll find these fuckers. And when I do—” 
 
    “And when you do, you’re going to arrest them. For fuck’s sake, Kyle, you’re the chief of police. You’re gonna kill somebody close to you or get yourself killed if you act that way. You can’t do it.” 
 
    “If I hadn’t roughed up that kid, if I had stuck to the rules, we never would’ve found this girl.” 
 
    Baudin turned away, watching an officer speaking with one of the paramedics. “I know.” 
 
    “It’s them, right?” Dixon asked. “These are the guys we’re looking for?” 
 
    “I think so, yeah. We need to find the snakes. That’s how we’ll know for sure.” 
 
    “First let’s find them, then we’ll find the snakes.” 
 
    “I’m guessing you’ve got some suggestions on how to do that.” 
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    Baudin had a restless night and woke up early. He threw on jeans, a black T-shirt, and sneakers, then paused. For a moment, he held the badge in front of him. It was much heavier than he remembered, and he wondered if Dixon had swapped the old badges for new ones made with shinier or sturdier material. He clipped the badge to his waist then got the 9mm and slid it into the holster he had picked up at the station. The movement sent a jolt of familiar excitement through him. The chase…  
 
    He checked his phone as he headed down to breakfast. Dixon had texted; SWAT would be joining them today. Their lead, Kevin Guillermo, was hiding out in a house on Bengal Boulevard with his girlfriend.  
 
    Baudin grabbed his bagel and some fruit and headed to the station for morning roll call. He had hated roll call as both a beat cop and a detective, but now it seemed oddly comforting. They’d already started before he got there; Dixon was up by the watch commander in front of a classroom full of officers, detectives, and SWAT members sitting around as though they were in high school. The watch commander went over the specifics of the raid scheduled for six that evening. This was a SWAT operation; Baudin would be there strictly for interrogation and evidence gathering.  
 
    Despite the added weight and the crow’s feet in the corners of Dixon’s eyes, he looked more commanding than Baudin had ever seen him. Everyone was sitting up straight. No one was making the usual cop jokes about cocks, pussy, or gay sex. Everyone paid attention. Whether they did it out of love and respect or pure fear, he couldn’t tell.  
 
    When the roll call ended, Baudin rose and went to his office. Mariah hadn’t been following him around lately. He thought maybe Dixon was beginning to trust him. She poked her head out of her office and waved to him, and he waved back. Once he had his door shut, he called his wife.  
 
    “I thought you’d be back by now,” she said.  
 
    “Not yet. Something new popped up.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    He didn’t want to share any details with her. The last thing he wanted was her imagining him chasing down Satanists with a penchant for murder and rape. “Just a new lead I wanna follow up on. Shouldn’t be too much longer. I’m hoping to have someone in custody for this by tonight.” 
 
    “Maybe Kyle was right bringing you out there.” 
 
    “No, he was wrong. I feel like I’m pretending to be a cop. It’s not authentic. But it doesn’t matter—this will all be done soon, and I’ll never have to think about it again.” He paused. “I miss you.” 
 
    “I miss you. It’s hard to sleep alone once you get used to sleeping next to somebody else. You sleeping okay?” 
 
    “Not really. I have bad dreams.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    He shook his head as though she could see him. “I don’t know. I forget them as soon as I wake up.” 
 
    Dixon stepped into his office. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Baudin held up a finger, and Dixon left. He sighed and said, “I’ve got to run. I love you.” 
 
    “Love you. Don’t… I don’t know. Just don’t get in over your head. This isn’t your fight.” 
 
    “I know,” Baudin said with neither conviction nor belief. This had, somewhere along the way, become his fight. “I’ll be home as soon as I can.” 
 
    He hung up and followed Dixon out of the station. 
 
    “Where we going?” Baudin asked.  
 
    “You know where. Satanist central, man.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so casual about it,” Baudin said. “Richard Ramirez, the Nightstalker, was a Satanist. He believed he was doing Satan’s work, and look how much damage he did. He used to scoop out his victim’s eyes with a spoon. These guys aren’t just goth kids in high school. They’re dangerous sociopaths. They’re trying to be evil.” 
 
    Dixon stopped when they reached his car. He turned to Baudin and said, “I don’t like ’em in my town, Ethan. That means I might want to… get rid of them.” 
 
    Baudin glanced to some officers getting into a patrol car. “Tell me you’re not saying what I think you’re saying.” 
 
    “No, not yet. I want them outta my town if they can’t give us anything. We can run ’em off, but I just want you to know that if things get heavy…” 
 
    “What the fuck are you talking about, Kyle? You’re the chief of police. You cannot think that way. You can’t kill people that you don’t agree with.” 
 
    “Who said anything about kill? I’m just saying shit might go down. Break a few ribs, things like that.”  
 
    The two men stared at each other. Baudin could see in his eyes that he had lost any moral center; Dixon didn’t know who he was anymore. A man who didn’t know who he was could be capable of anything.  
 
    “Let me do the talking,” Baudin said.  
 
    Dixon shrugged. “Hey, if you were going to be the new chief, you could do whatever you wanted, run this town how you want.” 
 
    “I don’t want to be chief.” 
 
    “Then for now, we do things the way I want.” 
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    Bengal Boulevard didn’t look like a Satanist murderer’s hideout. The streets were clean with no graffiti anywhere, no beat-up cars or yellowed lawns. They passed a line of cars leading into a Whole Foods parking lot, where the local high school cheerleaders were running a car-washing fundraiser.  
 
    “I used to drive through this neighborhood when I was a beat cop,” Dixon said. “Stare up at the big houses with the pools and the shiny cars in the driveway. I wanted it so bad, but I knew I’d never have it. I resigned myself to never having it, you know? I wonder if that was what held me back for so long. You think a person can do that? Talk themselves into failure?” 
 
    “Being poor isn’t failure, Kyle. I deal with the poor a lot, and they’re happier than the rich people I meet.” 
 
    “I don’t know if happiness is a real thing, man. Maybe eating that slice of cake, or taking that nap, or that two hours getting drunk with your friends, maybe that’s all the happiness people get. Inherently, maybe we’re not happy.” 
 
    “Inherently? I don’t think I’ve ever heard you use that word.” 
 
    He grinned. “I’ve been reading since you been gone. Philosophy. Even took a class up at the community college.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    Dixon nodded, turning onto a street with a row of mansions. “I liked Nietzsche the best, the idea of a master and slave race, that there’re people that are meant to rule and people that are meant to follow. Got a C in the class, but you know, who gives a shit.” He slowed down. “It’s right there.” 
 
    The house didn’t look out of place in this neighborhood at all. At least half of the surface area of the house had to be windows, with a lawn manicured like a golf course’s putting green wrapping around from the front to the back. Morning glories nearly hid the chicken-wire fence surrounding a small garden of regimented flowers and salad greens, and a boy with glasses mowed stripes into the lawn next door. Baudin wondered why the boy wasn’t in school.  
 
    “Don’t look like a Satanist’s house to me,” Dixon said. “You ever deal with them?” 
 
    “Couple times. One was a stockbroker. He and his buddies had a little club worshipping Satan and having orgies. A prostitute overdosed at one of their parties, and they tried to hide it by dumping her in front of a hospital. Security cameras caught a clear shot of their plates.” 
 
    “You believe in it? A devil?” 
 
    “No, man. People are bad enough without having to believe there’s something worse. Pull up right there.” 
 
    They parked across the street and down the road, far enough away that they didn’t appear to be watching the house. Dixon opened his glove box and got out a tin of tobacco. Baudin, despite himself, took a pinch and tucked it inside his cheek.  
 
    “Always loved this shit,” he said.  
 
    “The tingling’s nice. As long as your fuckin’ jaw doesn’t fall off,” Dixon added. “I got hooked on it in the service. Everyone in the navy chews.” 
 
    “You were in the navy?” 
 
    He nodded. “Before becoming a cop at the university, yeah. Reserves, man.” 
 
    “You never told me.” 
 
    “Not something I like talkin’ about.” 
 
    “You see any action?” 
 
    “Action?” Dixon grinned. “You mean did I go into combat? Yeah. You were in Iraq, weren’t you?” 
 
    Baudin nodded, remembering hot sand whipping his flesh and stinging like hornets, days so dry and hot that his lips cracked within hours and his throat felt like he’d swallowed rocks. His body had never felt comfortable when he was over there. No matter what he did. He’d been back for six months before he figured out that it was psychological, not physical.  
 
    “You know what I did when I got back?” Baudin said. “I stocked shelves. They gave me a gun and told me to kill people. I was part of a team, called in airstrikes, saw oil fields catch on fire and turn the night orange like we were walking through hell. All that, and then I came back and stocked shelves. It messed with your self-worth. If I hadn’t seen the writing on the wall, I would’ve reenlisted.” 
 
    “What writing?” 
 
    “I knew there’d be more wars. There always are. More civilian deaths, more torture, more good soldiers dying because special interests want us to go to war. A lot of big corporations made a lot of money off our blood in Iraq, man. There’ll always be more wars. I didn’t want to die for that.” Baudin spit out the window. “Why’d you quit?” 
 
    “I hated it. Wakin’ up early, the runnin’, the people screaming at you. I just did it because I didn’t know what else to do. I was out as soon as I could be. I’ll tell you what, though—navy didn’t teach me shit. I thought I’d be a master of hand-to-hand and all that shit by the time I got out. Or something. I don’t think I learned anything except how to march.” 
 
    Baudin spit again. The tobacco made his head spin and gave him a pleasant euphoria, but he knew that would soon be replaced by a headache and a pounding heart. If he was really unlucky, it would turn into a migraine.  
 
    “What makes you think he’s here?” Baudin said.  
 
    “You didn’t hear the WC?” 
 
    “I came in late.” 
 
    “His girlfriend’s parents turned him in. She told them he had to hide out here a few days, and they called us. They took off with the girlfriend, and he should be the only one here.” 
 
    “So if he’s the only one here, why wait?” Baudin spat out the thick wad of tobacco. “No point wasting an entire day. You didn’t want to wait for SWAT before; why wait now?” 
 
    Dixon smiled. “I knew you’d get some of the fire back in you. Let’s go. I got Kevlar in the back.” 
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    Baudin strapped on his vest and grabbed the shotgun Dixon had in the back of his car. The neighborhood was so peaceful that he could hear the noise of sprinklers turning on up the street.  
 
    “It’s quiet, man,” Baudin said. “He might hear us.” 
 
    “How much you wanna bet he’s stoned out of his head? Let’s just go ’round back and bust the door in.” 
 
    “You got the warrant?” 
 
    Dixon rolled his eyes, but he did take out the folded document from his back pocket. Baudin took it and slipped it into his own pocket. “Only shoot if he’s armed and about to fire.” 
 
    “Shit, you act like this is my first rodeo.” 
 
    “I know it’s not, but I also know you wouldn’t hesitate to kill him. Only if he’s armed and about to fire, Kyle. I’m serious.” 
 
    “He gives up, he won’t get hurt. I promise.” 
 
    They walked around to the back of the house. The backyard was massive with a gazebo in the center and a cobbled walkway leading around the edge of the grass. Baudin hopped up the porch steps to the back door. It wasn’t thick, and he guessed it wasn’t reinforced, either. This neighborhood didn’t call for things like that.  
 
    Baudin looked at Dixon, who spit out the rest of his chew and grinned.  
 
    “You ready?” Dixon asked.  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Dixon took a deep breath, and as he exhaled, his foot came up and bashed the door just underneath the doorknob. The door cracked but didn’t open. He kicked it twice more and then smashed the door open with his shoulder.  
 
    The door swung wide, and Dixon ran in, gun drawn. Baudin followed with the shotgun in front of him, deafened by the sound of his own heart in his ears. He swept left and right and ran into the bedroom. Shock and awe—they had to get Kevin quickly, before he realized what was happening and fought back or ran.  
 
    Bathroom, another bedroom, kitchen, then upstairs. Baudin ran from room to room, checking closets and anywhere else a person could fit. He was about to leave the bedroom when he heard something underneath the bed. Leaning sideways, he couldn’t see past the bed skirt and the duvet, which hung down nearly to the floor. He bent down. 
 
    He lifted the bed skirt: nothing under there. He lowered it and rose. He could’ve sworn he heard something, but he knew his senses were heightened and it could’ve just been the creaking of the house. He left the room.  
 
    He rejoined Dixon in the living room. The ceiling was so high he could’ve thrown a basketball and it would’ve taken a couple of seconds to hit it. The furniture was pristine and covered with a thin sheet of plastic—he guessed the parents had done that before they left so the police wouldn’t sully them.  
 
    “Well,” Dixon said, flopping onto the couch, “that was a waste of time.” 
 
    “You wanna wait for him to get home?” 
 
    “Sure. If I go back to the station, I’ll just have calls to return and forms to fill out, meetings to schedule… I hate that shit.” 
 
    “You’re a politician now. That’s what politicians do.” 
 
    “Is it? I don’t know.” He took out his tin of tobacco and took a pinch before throwing it over to Baudin. “So what about you? Is serving people veggie burgers your life’s goal?” 
 
    “It’s work. I give people good food for a fair price.” 
 
    “It can’t be satisfying, though.” 
 
    “It’s fine. There’re worse ways to spend your day.” Baudin realized they didn’t have anywhere to spit, and he went into the kitchen and got a bowl. He brought it back and set it on the glass coffee table between them. “What happened, Kyle? You never would’ve done this shit when I was out here. Something’s changed.” 
 
    “I was naïve,” he said, putting his feet up on the table. “You showed me the light, man. I just wasn’t ready for it at the time.” 
 
    “I was a kid.” 
 
    “Maybe. Too late now.” He spit into the bowl. “You given anymore thought to what I said?” 
 
    “What’d you say?” 
 
    “About you takin’ my place.” 
 
    “I’m not interested.” 
 
    Dixon leaned forward. “It’s the closest you can come to bein’ a king, man. Other than mayor and governor, of course… and president. You can make a difference. You can do things no one else can do.” 
 
    “I make a difference. To my family. I came out here for Candi, and when we arrest this shit, my obligation to her is done.” 
 
    Dixon shook his head. “Wrong choice, man. You need to really think about it.” 
 
    The lawnmower outside stopped, and Baudin saw the young boy doing something to the machine. Behind him, a car pulled up and parked. Kevin stepped out of the passenger side and then leaned in through the window and spoke to the driver.  
 
    “He’s here,” Baudin said.  
 
    Without having to say a word, he ran up behind the door, and Dixon took a spot in the other room. Baudin saw Kevin toss a cigarette onto the neighbor’s lawn. The young boy left the lawnmower, stomped out the cigarette, picked it up with his thumb and forefinger, and tossed it into a little plastic bag connected to the lawnmower.  
 
    Kevin walked up to the house and took out his key. The moment he opened the door, Baudin could already smell the weed that emanated from his hair and clothes.  
 
    Baudin tackled him to the ground and straddled him from behind. Kevin swung back with an elbow and caught him in the nose. Baudin slammed his fist down into the back of his head, making Kevin’s forehead bounce off the carpet. Dixon put his gun against the man’s head. Kevin didn’t move.  
 
    “Move,” Dixon whispered. “Move, move, move.” 
 
    Baudin held him down and said, “Kyle, we have him. Put the gun away.” 
 
    Dixon didn’t move. His finger tensed on the trigger. He whispered, “Move.”  
 
    “Kyle,” Baudin said softly. “He’s given up. He’s ours.”  
 
    The two men locked eyes. Dixon’s were empty, as though he wasn’t there anymore. Baudin rose and gently placed his hand on Dixon’s shoulder. “He’s done, man. Put the gun away.” 
 
    Dixon pressed the gun harder into the man’s head, making Kevin squirm, but then he holstered it. Baudin lifted Kevin onto his feet and searched him for weapons. When he didn’t find anything, he tossed him onto the couch.  
 
    “Wrong move to run, man,” Dixon said. “We had a deal, remember?” 
 
    Baudin wondered what he was talking about but decided to ask later. “You’re going to be arrested for murder,” Baudin said. “Wyoming has the death penalty for murder involving torture. The death penalty, Kevin.” 
 
    “Shit, I ain’t done nothin’.” 
 
    “What if we say you confessed?” Dixon asked. “Confession, the fact that you ran, the Satanism… I don’t know, Kevin. How you think a good Christian jury is gonna feel about you being a Satanist? I think they ain’t gonna respond very well.” 
 
    Kevin sat up. Baudin stood over him, his arms folded.  
 
    “Did you kill those girls?” Baudin asked.  
 
    “No, man. No. I’d never do somethin’ like that.” 
 
    “Who did?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Dixon rushed him, swung, and bashed his fist against the side of Kevin’s head. Kevin went sprawling on the floor.  
 
    “Who killed those girls, Kevin?”  
 
    “I don’t know, I don’t know!” 
 
    Dixon rushed him again, but Baudin grabbed him. Kevin shouted, “But I can find out!” 
 
    Dixon backed off. “How?” 
 
    “I can ask around. I can ask around,” he said, short of breath. 
 
    “Who kidnapped that girl in your house?” Baudin said.  
 
    “It wasn’t me. It was my roommate! He said he picked her up at a bar. She came back with him, and he wouldn’t let her leave. I didn’t touch her, I swear!” 
 
    “We have the house monitored, and he hasn’t shown up. Where is he?” 
 
    Kevin hesitated. “I…” 
 
    Dixon said, “If you say ‘I don’t know,’ I’m gonna knock out your front teeth.” 
 
    Kevin looked between them and said, “I told him you was lookin’ for him. He’s leavin’ town.” 
 
    “By car?” 
 
    Kevin nodded. “Green Corolla. That’s what he’s driving.” 
 
    Dixon took out his phone and put out a BOLO call for a green Corolla registered to either of the roommates. Baudin sat down next to Kevin. He noticed a tattoo on the space between his thumb and index finger. It was the same goat’s head he’d seen all over the house.  
 
    “There was no reason to run.”                       
 
    “I know about you crooked-ass cops.” 
 
    “Not all of us.” 
 
    Baudin uncuffed him and held out the tin of tobacco. Kevin hesitated before taking a pinch. 
 
    “Interesting tattoo,” Baudin said. 
 
    “Fuckin’ goat,” Kevin said, running his fingers over it. “I don’t even know what it means.” 
 
    “It’s Baphomet, a Sabbatic goat. He was a symbol worshiped by the Knights Templar. He represents usurping power from God and taking it as your own.” 
 
    Kevin spit. “Can I at least smoke a bowl before you take me to jail?” 
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    Baudin sat in his office at the station while Kevin was interrogated by other detectives. Kevin wasn’t who they were looking for. Maybe the roommate, but not Kevin. He was dull and dimwitted. The man who’d done the killing was smart, maybe even a genius-level IQ. Despite the brutality of the killings and the multiple opportunities to leave evidence behind, he had managed not to leave a shred of evidence pointing back to him. No hair, fiber, DNA, prints… nothing. Not even semen, though there were clear indications that sex had been involved. The ME’s preliminary report said the killer may have washed out her genitals with hydrogen peroxide after the intercourse. His only mistake was leaving the snakes. 
 
    Nothing else at the scene mattered to Baudin except the snakes. That was the killer’s whole point: the women became vessels for the snakes. But why snakes? 
 
    He spent the afternoon in his office researching snake mythology. In nearly every culture since recorded history began, snakes had been symbols of fertility and the creative life-force. That changed in the Judeo-Christian era, with the snake as Satan in Genesis. But they retained the symbology of life and rebirth, possibly because Satan caused Adam and Eve to be reborn as mortals, a state of sin and pain, or because snakes shed their skins and came out renewed.  
 
    Baudin thought rebirth was the reason the snakes were used, but what was this man bringing into the world? Was it his true self? Did his old self die and a new self, one more violent and without the constraints of conventional morality, come into being?  
 
    He stared at a photo of a horned viper shedding its skin and slithering out of the husk. Baudin put on his glasses and leaned in close to the monitor. “What do you think you’re reborn as?” he whispered.  
 
    Dixon opened the door. “You should hear this.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baudin noticed that the interrogation rooms had been renamed “interview rooms.” He was led to interview room three and stood behind the one-way glass. Kevin sat at a table with the two detectives, an open soda in front of him. He was rubbing his head. He looked exhausted and beaten, sweat stains spreading under his arms.  
 
    “So you’re telling me,” one of the detectives said, “that these guys were looking for children to sacrifice?” 
 
    Kevin nodded. “That’s what they said. Or virgins. Children or virgins, man.” 
 
    “Why those two groups?” 
 
    “I don’t know. There’s power in their blood, I guess. Because they’re innocent and all.” 
 
    “Did they ever find anyone?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    Baudin, without moving his eyes from Kevin, said, “That’s what that girl was for. We thought they’d been raping her, but I don’t think she was raped. What did the sexual assault nurse say?” 
 
    “No signs of sexual trauma. In fact… she’s a virgin. She said she went back to the guy’s house to party but wasn’t going to hook up with anyone.” 
 
    “They’re true believers. I thought this was about sex to them, like some game. It’s not. They believe this, Kyle. They think they’re actually worshipping Satan.” 
 
    Dixon put his hands on top of his head. “Well, we’ll find ’em. You wanna go talk to the girl yourself?” 
 
    Baudin shook his head. He couldn’t even think about that right now—the crying, the darkness, the pain. “Maybe tomorrow. Give her some time. Is she back home yet?” 
 
    “No. We put her up in a hotel. She’s a mess and didn’t want to be alone.” 
 
    “Don’t blame her. What’re you gonna do with Kevin?” 
 
    “Confidential informant. He’ll be making drug buys for us for a while in exchange for not filing any charges against him for the fleeing and kidnapping.” 
 
    “Drug buys?” Baudin said, looking at him. 
 
    “The drugs are my bread and butter, man. More drug busts means an increased budget, more boots on the streets and all. I don’t know why they care so much, but the mayor and city council see success as how many drug arrests we make.” 
 
    “Drugs are a periphery problem. People don’t use drugs and then get into trouble. They start using them because they’re already in trouble. The seed was already there. The bust doesn’t do anything. You want to reduce crime, you have to work with the darkness in people. Arresting people for medicating themselves is working on the edges. It’s a waste of time.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Folks like to see cops standing next to big piles of drugs on the news. What can I say?” 
 
    Baudin took a step away from the mirror. “I need to think.” 
 
    “Take your time. Nothing on the roommate yet. I’ll text you if we get a hit.” 
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    Baudin walked for a while until he found the nearest convenience store. He bought a bottle of juice and asked for a package of Marlboros. The clerk gave it to him and said, “Haven’t seen you before.” 
 
    “New in town. Or new again, anyway.” 
 
    “You a cop?” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just a gut feeling. You guys all got that same look in your eye.” 
 
    “What look is that?” 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know. Don’t listen to me. I’ve worked a double shift.” 
 
    After leaving the store, Baudin lit a cigarette and stood in the parking lot. The smoke didn’t taste good. He remembered why he had quit, but he didn’t put his cigarette out. He let it dangle from his fingers and watched customers going in and out. Many of them wore coveralls with boots or camouflage gear, black dirt or paint caked onto jeans. It was a blue-collar town. Simple folk who wanted to work, pay the bills, and have a chance to relax now and then. Something like these killings, if word got out, would shake their worldview. They wouldn’t be able to understand anything about a person who would kill this way, and as a result, they would blame the women. It was always easier to blame the victims. It made people feel like it wouldn’t happen to them if they just didn’t do what the victims did.  
 
    Baudin turned back toward the station. He kept his eyes on the sidewalk, watched the dead leaves that had fallen over the concrete. He came across an abandoned home surrounded by a rusty chain-link fence. The house looked old, paint chipping off in chunks with a porch that had collapsed on the right side. Every window was broken. 
 
    “Somebody died there.” 
 
    He turned to see a boy on the sidewalk. He was staring at the house, too.  
 
    “When?” 
 
    “A long time ago,” the boy said. “When I was just a baby. The dad killed the mom. That’s why it’s like that.” 
 
    Baudin watched the boy go up to the fence, lay his hand across the top a moment as though he was thinking of climbing it, but then turn and walk away.  
 
    For some reason, Baudin had known something like that had happened here. Houses where murders occurred always gave him the same feeling. When inside them, he always felt a slight cool breeze even when no windows were open.  
 
    He went back to the station and into his office. Before shutting the door, he watched Mariah at the water cooler. She wore a shorter skirt today and heels, which showed off lean, muscular legs. He was ashamed he’d looked, and that he wanted to look. He shut the door and sat down at the desk.  
 
    He had narrowed down the number of websites that would ship horned vipers, eliminating the ones who would only sell one at a time. Only six sites were left. He dialed the number on the first website. No one answered. He tried the next one and got the same result. The third one was answered by a young girl who said she didn’t know anything about the orders and that her father handled that. Baudin told her he was a detective and that he would like a call back whenever her father was in. He emailed the other three sites with requests for the name and location of anybody in Wyoming who had placed orders for horned vipers.  
 
    “Hey,” Mariah said, poking her head in.  
 
    “Hey.” 
 
    “You grabbed lunch yet?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Let’s go. I know an awesome barbeque place.” 
 
    “I’m good. Got a few more calls to make.” 
 
    “Bullshit. Come on. You’ll love it.” 
 
    Baudin stared at her. If he had been ten years younger and unmarried, she might just be the type of woman he could fall in love with. He wondered if he could actually tell that he could fall in love with someone after only knowing her for a few days.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The barbeque place sat in a strip mall and looked like any other copy of a franchise restaurant that wouldn’t be in business long, but the line was already out the door when they joined it. 
 
    “So what do you think so far about the chief?” she asked. 
 
    Baudin noticed that she never called him “Kyle,” although she probably spent more time around him than anyone else. “He’s fine. Better than when I was here. More organized.” 
 
    She was silent for a few seconds. “You know, the chief told me about how he offered you his spot. I think you’d be great.” 
 
    “You don’t even know me.” 
 
    “I’m a good judge of people. You’ve got a good heart. That’s what matters. God judges us by our hearts, not anything else.” 
 
    Baudin put his hands in his pockets. The scent of roasting meat wafted out from the restaurant, and his mouth watered even though he hadn’t had a bite of meat in over thirty years. “You believe that, huh?” 
 
    “Of course. You don’t believe in God, though. I can tell that, too. You have that lost look that people have when they haven’t found him.” 
 
    “Lost… hmm. Where am I lost from?” 
 
    “From him, silly. We all want to go back to him. Some of us just take detours.” 
 
    “You know, I think that while hell might be the worst place to be, the second worst would be heaven. Would you really want to be surrounded by all those people—the ones who never took chances in life, and let it all slip past them without enjoying any of it?” 
 
    She thought for a moment and then leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. It surprised him so much that he was certain he was blushing.  
 
    “What was that for?” he asked.  
 
    “Because I feel bad that that’s what you think God is.” 
 
    They were finally given a table and sat down. The tables were solid oak with wooden benches. Several types of barbeque sauce sat next to a paper towel dispenser. Baudin had gotten the salad with no meat or cheese and took a couple bites in silence.  
 
    “You seem sad,” she said. “Sadder than the first day you were here.” 
 
    “I’m fine. Can I ask you something? Why Kyle? Why do you work for him, specifically?” 
 
    “You keep asking me that. He’s the chief, that’s all there is to it.” 
 
    “But I mean, there are other places you could work.” 
 
    “Why would I want to work anywhere else? He’s going to go really far. I’ve heard people talking about him running for governor. And he rewards people who stick with him.” 
 
    Baudin was about to say something else when his phone rang. It was Dixon.  
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “We got him,” Dixon said. “The roommate. Little town called Beaver about two hours from Cheyenne. And guess what we found in the trunk? A fucking snake. I’m headin’ down to the station in Beaver. You comin’?” 
 
    “Yes. Don’t leave without me.” Baudin rose. “I hate to do this, but I gotta run. Can you take me back to the station?” 
 
    “Sure. What’s the big rush?” 
 
    “Going somewhere with Kyle.” 
 
    They gathered their food and tossed it in the trash bin. As they were heading out to the car, Mariah said, “Will you be free for dinner?” 
 
    Baudin didn’t look at her as he said, “I… don’t know. Maybe.” 
 
    “Call me when you get back.” 
 
    Baudin sat in the passenger seat, guilt weighing him down, unsure whether he really would call her and where it was going to lead. He pushed the thought out of his mind and focused on the fact that, if this was who he was looking for, he might be on a flight back to Keri then, instead. 
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    Dixon was sitting on the hood of his car, waiting for Baudin. They got into the Mercedes without a word, and Dixon headed for the interstate. Baudin stared out the window. He still couldn’t believe how much Cheyenne had grown in just fourteen years, but the atmosphere of it hadn’t changed. It still had a small-town feel despite the population doubling. He wondered how long a city could keep something like that up.  
 
    “Where were you?” Dixon asked.  
 
    “Lunch.” 
 
    “By yourself?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Who, then?” 
 
    Baudin looked at him. “You know who. You sent her.” 
 
    He chuckled. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Do you want her to fuck me, Kyle? Is that the end game? Give me more of an incentive to stay?” 
 
    “She is beautiful, isn’t she? Would she be the most beautiful woman you’ve ever slept with? If, you know, if you did.” 
 
    Baudin lit a cigarette, though he didn’t want one. “No. There was my wife. My first wife, Heather’s mother. She was the most beautiful woman I’ve ever known. And there was a girl when I was in college, just out of the military. I think her name was Jasmin. She was actually a goth. Wore The Cure T-shirt, all black, the whole thing. She was beautiful… just, you know, conventional beauty. Like, she could’ve been in a swimsuit ad or Victoria’s Secret or something.” 
 
    “You didn’t lock that down?” 
 
    “No. I was taken by how gorgeous she was, and I didn’t see the signs. Maybe I didn’t even know what the signs were. She would show up at my apartment with cuts up and down her arms and claim the cat did it. I knew it couldn’t be a cat—the cuts were too clean. I’d find texts from all sorts of guys on her phone about meet-ups. I’d show up at her apartment, and she’d step outside to speak to me. Didn’t realize it at the time, but it was because she’d have other guys in there. Sometimes she’d burst into tears and say she wanted to kill herself and would I be willing to die with her… but I didn’t understand. I was blinded and just wanted to be near her.” 
 
    “So what happened?” 
 
    Baudin looked back out the window. “It’s in the past, doesn’t matter.” 
 
    They drove a solid hour without saying much. Dixon had turned on his country station again, and Baudin ignored it. He thought instead about the coming interrogation. The roommate would be terrified. Even if they found no evidence of murder, he had still kidnapped the girl. He was looking at life in prison. Baudin thought he would crack easily. The quiet ones, the ones who were subdued, the ones who had wives and children, paid their taxes on time, never got in trouble, went to church every Sunday… The ones no one thought were capable of the things they had done, those were the ones who didn’t crack. They understood the darkness inside them and no longer cared what happened with their lives, as long as the darkness could have its chance.  
 
    “I wanna talk about you being chief,” Dixon said.  
 
    “I don’t.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “I don’t know how else to tell you, Kyle. I don’t want it. I don’t want to move back here, I don’t want to think about police work or blood or death anymore. I want quiet. Quiet and sunshine and sand. Just a normal life.” 
 
    “Is that what your life is? Normal? You telling me that you don’t have that rush inside you right now? I told you before, man, you’re a hunter. You’ve seen them tigers at the zoo when they’re just fed rather than allowed to hunt. What do they look like to you? ’Cause I think they look dead inside. Some of them go insane. That’s what happens when we don’t do what we were born to do.” 
 
    “We make ourselves how we want. Our lives are our own creations. I don’t believe in fate.” 
 
    “Shit. You’re here, aren’t you? You came out. You could’ve told me to shove this case up my ass, but instead you came out. You dropped everything. That’s not meaningless, man.” 
 
    Baudin felt sick, because he knew it was true. He could’ve turned this down and put the past behind him, but something inside said he couldn’t. He needed to know why Candi had died. He had issues that arose here, and he couldn’t abandon them. But he couldn’t live here, either. It would eat him up inside. Each case took a piece of him, and there were only so many pieces before there was nothing left.  
 
    Beaver, Wyoming was a small town spread out around a main street that held most of the businesses and fast-food joints. They drove up the main street to the municipal building, all brown brick and stucco with tinted glass, like something out of a 1960s cop show.  
 
    Baudin got out and leaned on the car for a moment. Inside might very well be the man who had murdered Candi. What did she really mean to him for him to be standing here, his guts twisted in knots, adrenaline coursing through him? Why was a woman from so long ago important to him? For some reason that Baudin couldn’t pinpoint, he couldn’t forget about her. She’d needed him, and he had protected her.  
 
    “You okay?” Dixon said, coming around the car. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    “You don’t look fine.” 
 
    He shook his head. “It’s nothing. I guess I just feel a little guilty about Candi. I protected her when I was out here. You know I didn’t even say good-bye to her?” 
 
    “Shit, man. You didn’t owe her anything. We’re adults. You did what was best for you and your daughter.” He sat on the hood of the car and put a pinch of tobacco between his cheek and gum. “I talked to her about you, once. She told me she wasn’t mad at you. She understood why you had to leave.” He grinned. “She told me she was in love with you.” 
 
    Something must’ve happened to Baudin’s face because Dixon laughed and said, “Shit. Don’t tell me you were in love with her. She was just a whore.” 
 
    “She was a person. One who never had a chance in life. It wasn’t her fault.” 
 
    “No, maybe not. I don’t know. Look, you ready to talk to this asshole or what?” 
 
    “I can keep a clear head if you can.” 
 
    Dixon spit. “How you wanna do it?” 
 
    “Alone.” 
 
    “I’m the damn chief of police, and you still don’t trust me, huh?” 
 
    “Has nothing to do with you. I need to watch him. How he moves, what he looks at, how he breathes. I need to concentrate, and I can’t do it with other people in the room.” 
 
    He shrugged. “All right, man. I trust you.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    The interior of the building was lit with fluorescent lighting, the carpets old and orange. The place stank of mold and dust. Baudin followed Dixon, who seemed to know where he was going. He still had his keys in his hand and was twirling them on his index finger like gunslingers did with revolvers in the Wild West.  
 
    They went to a room with an officer sitting in a chair beside the door. The portly officer wore a blue uniform with light-blue stripes on the shoulder. He was so white his skin seemed almost translucent. He smiled and said, “Good to see you, Chief.” 
 
    “How are ya, Harvey?” 
 
    “Oh, hanging in there. How’s the missus?” 
 
    “Good. My boy ready?” 
 
    “Sure is. Sheriff didn’t even talk to ’im. Said he wanted ’im fresh for you.” 
 
    “Well, tell him I appreciate that.” 
 
    The officer rose with a groan, and Baudin heard his knees crack. He opened the door beside them and led them through. A hallway led down to several rooms on the other side of the building. The lights were off, but enough came in through the windows. Baudin saw fliers up from the community, plaques of police officers who had earned honors, and announcements for jobs or internships. One police officer’s photo had a caption saying he had been killed in the line of duty. He was survived by his wife and four children.  
 
    “Right in there, guys.” 
 
    Baudin stood outside the door. “Can you record it?” 
 
    “Sure can,” Harvey said.  
 
    “Thanks.” Baudin opened the door and shut it behind him.  
 
    Handcuffed to a table sat a young man with shaggy hair. He was skinny, with tattoos over his arms that looked homemade. His face appeared almost feminine, distinctly beautiful. Baudin sat down across from him. The boy’s eyes were wide, and he was bouncing his knee.  
 
    “What’s your name?” Baudin asked.  
 
    “Ben.” 
 
    “Don’t be frightened, Ben. I’m not here to hurt you. Do you want a smoke?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    Baudin took out the package of cigarettes. He lit two and gave one to him. They smoked a few seconds before Baudin said, “Tell me about snakes.” 
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    The gray smoke soon filled the room. There were no windows, and the only escape was the crack below the door. Baudin got a paper cup out of the trash and set it in the middle of the table as an ashtray.  
 
    “I don’t know much about snakes,” the boy said.  
 
    “Ben, it’s too late. We found the snake in the trunk.” 
 
    “I didn’t have a snake in the trunk.” 
 
    “How’d he get in there? Crawl up your tailpipe?” 
 
    “I don’t know. My snake’s at home.” 
 
    “Your boa? Yeah, I met him. I’m talking about the snake the police just pulled out of your trunk. I haven’t seen him yet, but I have a wild guess that he’s gonna match the snakes that were pulled out of the bodies of those two women.” 
 
    “What? What the fuck are you talking about? I don’t have any snakes except Lucifer back home.” 
 
    “Lucifer, huh? Original.” Baudin leaned forward. “I’m about to get up and go look at that snake they pulled out of your car. If it’s a horned viper, I’m going to place you under arrest for the murder of Nancy Jollie and Candi-Jean Carlson. And for the kidnapping of the young woman we found at your house.” 
 
    “That wasn’t me! That was my roommate.” 
 
    “That’s what he said, too. Both of you can’t be telling the truth. But let’s not talk about that now. Right now, I want to talk about snakes. Tell me about horned vipers.” 
 
    “I don’t know what that is.” 
 
    Baudin sighed. “If you make me go out and check that snake, I’m not gonna be happy.” 
 
    He leaned forward, his face pushing through a cloud of smoke. “I didn’t have any snakes in my car.” 
 
    Baudin nodded and rose. “Sit tight. Might be a while.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    Baudin stepped out of the room and said, “Where’s the snake?” to Harvey.  
 
    Wordlessly, Harvey led the two of them back to another room. It looked like an evidence storage room. No one was behind the counter, and Harvey went back there and came out again with a metal box.  
 
    “We called animal control,” Harvey said, “but I told ’em we needed to keep the snake so you guys could see it.” 
 
    “Thanks again,” Dixon said.  
 
    “Is it dead?” 
 
    “Yeah, we had to crack its skull. Damn thing was meaner than a pit bull. Hope that’s okay.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Baudin said. “Please open it.” 
 
    Harvey opened the box, revealing the coiled body. Baudin had never seen anything like it. Seeing it in person was far different from the photographs he’d seen. The photos didn’t do it justice. The snake’s horns thrust up about four inches, and the slanted eyes gave it an expression of rage. The scales looked almost like it was covered in a light, semitransparent fur, each scale with its own point. 
 
    “That what you lookin’ for?” Harvey said.  
 
    Baudin didn’t respond right away. His eyes never moved from the snake, from the black, lifeless eyes with no center, no edge. Nothing but an absence of light.  
 
    “Yeah,” he finally said. “That’s what we were looking for.” 
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    Baudin sat on a chair against the wall. It was another morning where he had gotten up at five a.m. Insomnia was becoming a nightly occurrence, and he was debating getting some Ambien to help him sleep.  
 
    The lab was cluttered and dirty, but several windows let in light. Professor Yellowman had cut the snake open and was examining the spine, the fangs, and the stomach. He pulled out a partially digested rat and laid it on a sheath of transparent plastic.  
 
    “Well,” he finally said, “it’s a damn shame they destroyed the snakes you want this matched against. It would’ve been easy to tell if they were from the same brood. With just this snake and photos of the other ones, all I could say for certain is that they’re both horned vipers, both from the same region. Same species. Couldn’t say for sure without DNA testing if they were hatched from the same parents.” He took a step back from the remains of the snake and pulled off his latex gloves. “You know, that’d be an awfully big coincidence. That someone who kidnaps women just happens to have the same type of snake in his trunk that was found inside dead women. These snakes are rare and expensive.” 
 
    Baudin nodded. “They found blood in the trunk that a preliminary test matched to one of the victims. He’s going down for it, but I was hoping you could tell me more. I don’t want any chance of this guy sliding.” 
 
    “Yeah, I understand. I’ll tell ya something, though, weird that he’d have all that in his trunk, ain’t it? I mean, wouldn’t he wash it out and get rid of the snake?” 
 
    “If they were smart, they wouldn’t be criminals.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Guess you’re right. If it’s okay with you, Detective, I’d like to keep the snake for study.” 
 
    “All yours. If you can preserve it for the trial, it would help us.” 
 
    “That shouldn’t be a problem. I’ll take video, too.” 
 
    “Thanks, Doc.” 
 
    “No worries. And if you come across any more, especially live ones, send ’em my way.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Baudin left the university and got back on the interstate heading to Cheyenne, something gnawed at him; something wasn’t right. He realized what it was: Yellowman was correct.  
 
    Everything in this case had come in a neat little package: they found the snake, blood of one of the victims in the trunk, and a large hunting knife that had blood on it as well. It was too clean, just handed to him on a platter. No murder was ever that clean. And the scenes had been immaculate. Why would he keep all the evidence in his trunk after running from the police? There was no way their killer could be as stupid as that. 
 
    When he got back to the station, a few of the detectives started clapping. It was a tradition he remembered from his days there. A homicide was cleared, and everyone would celebrate. Few egos were involved then; everyone felt a part of it.  
 
    He shyly nodded and hoped he wasn’t blushing. Dixon came out with a big grin on his face and shook his head. “Congrats, partner.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Baudin said.  
 
    The detectives gathered around and demanded to know details. Baudin sat on a desk and obliged. He told them about the house, about the drawings and posters they’d seen, about how he found the girl, about the interrogation and the snake and what Professor Yellowman had said. They sipped coffee and listened. For a moment, Baudin thought he missed this. There was a brotherhood here that he didn’t have in his life. He had his family, of course, but there was something about bonding with other males that maybe men needed. He had found it in the military and then the police force and now couldn’t think of a single instance in his life where he even talked to another man for more than a few minutes. 
 
    Dixon, after a good half hour of hanging out and telling war stories, said, “All right, back to work, you yokels.” 
 
    The detectives disbursed, leaving Dixon sitting on the desk next to Baudin.  
 
    “That was good work,” Dixon said. “I can tell how happy it made you. When we slapped those cuffs on him, I thought you might cum in your pants.” 
 
    Baudin grinned. “It was a feeling I’d forgotten. I don’t even know what to compare it to.” 
 
    “How about a hunter catching his prey?” He stood and faced him. “Take over the station, Ethan. These guys love you. You could really do good work here.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, man. I just can’t.” 
 
    He sighed. “Not as sorry as me. I really wanted this for you.” 
 
    “You’ll get someone better.” He hopped off the desk. “I better go pack up.” 
 
    “Yeah, you got veggie burgers to sell to hippies.” He held out his hand. “You take care of yourself, Ethan.” 
 
    Baudin nodded. “You, too.” 
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    Baudin went to a café for a final meal before booking his flight home. He got a text from Dixon saying he had talked to the district attorney. Benjamin Pace would be charged with the kidnapping of Liza Summers as well as the deaths of Candi-Jean and Nancy. Liza was discharged from the hospital and at home now.  
 
    The unease of the collar, how easily it had fallen on his lap, still bothered him. But the evidence was there, and ultimately, who knew why these men did the things they did? It was possible Ben wanted to get caught, or had help at the scenes to keep things clean, or just got lucky. Either way, Baudin had done all he could. 
 
    Baudin was about to book a flight leaving in an hour and a half, but his thumb hovered above the “confirm” button. He froze for a second, unable to decide, and then booked the flight for later that night. He texted Dixon and asked for Liza Summers’s address. Without asking why, Dixon sent it over.  
 
    Baudin still had his badge. Dixon hadn’t asked for it back. He stared at it and saw everything it represented and everything it could’ve represented. He tossed it in the trash on the way out.  
 
    Outside, he noticed a jeep. He’d seen it at his hotel, and now it was in the parking lot of the diner. The windows were tinted, and he couldn’t see inside. Baudin ignored it as coincidence, but when he got into his car to drive, he noticed that the jeep started, as well. 
 
    Out on the road, he kept glancing at his rearview and didn’t see it. There weren’t many places to eat around the hotel, and he figured a guest was just hungry the same time he was pulling out.  
 
    Liza lived close to Lion’s Park. Her home was an actual house, not an apartment or a condo, and he wondered if she was married. The home could comfortably cater to a family, and it seemed unusual for a single person to live there.  
 
    He stopped at the curb and debated going in. He tapped his finger against the steering wheel and stared at the road, a plastic bag fluttering in a breeze. A car hit it, and it stuck to the windshield.  
 
    He got out and hurried up to the door. He waited a moment before knocking. Liza answered but held the door open only a crack.  
 
    “Ms. Summers, I’m Ethan Baudin. I’m a detective with the Cheyenne PD. I’d like to speak with you about what happened.” 
 
    A beat of silence passed, and Baudin hoped she wouldn’t ask to see a badge.  
 
    “I’m sorry to bother you. I was one of the detectives who helped you. Do you remember me?” 
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “I just wanted to talk to you about what happened. Why don’t we speak out here? If that’s more comfortable for you.” 
 
    She nodded, closed the door, and slid off the chain. Baudin sat down on the stone barrier around the porch. Liza came out and stood near the door, not closing it all the way. She kept her eyes down and had the look of someone who didn’t know where she was.  
 
    “What do you want to know?” she asked softly. “The other detectives already spoke to me at the hospital.” 
 
    “I don’t care about the evidence—they’ll be dealing with that. I just wanted to check with you and make sure you’re okay.” 
 
    “No,” she replied quietly. “No, I’m not okay.” 
 
    Baudin swallowed and glanced at the street. “I can’t imagine what you went through. The powerlessness. I’ve felt powerless before, too.” 
 
    She waited a beat. “How?” 
 
    “I was in Iraq, in the infantry.” 
 
    She looked up at him. “My dad’s a veteran.” She folded her arms. “Why did you feel powerless?” 
 
    “I was pinned down once behind a car, and snipers were firing at me from the roofs across the street. I was on patrol and they caught me off guard. I couldn’t move. I felt like the whole world had conspired against me so I’d die in that horrible place. It was the worst I’ve ever felt in my life.” 
 
    “How did you… how did you get out of it?” 
 
    “I ran. I got up, and I ran as fast as I could. Puffs of dirt would explode near my feet, or I’d hear the ding of a round bouncing off a car or something else. And I kept running, pumping my arms. I just remember the burn in my legs. It felt like they wanted to seize up and I was scared I would just hit the dirt and wouldn’t be able to move. Helpless. Hoping a bullet wouldn’t catch me.” 
 
    She looked away now. “They would watch while I went to the bathroom. That was the worst part. Seeing their eyes on me.” 
 
    “They never sexually assaulted you?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. The little one, Kevin, he told me once that Ben was going to sacrifice me. That they were going to kill me and that I had to be a virgin for it. I started crying, and he laughed.” 
 
    Baudin didn’t ask how they knew she was a virgin. Instead, he pulled out another cigarette and lit one. The feeling of the soft tube of tobacco between his lips calmed him, but so did the familiar jitteriness that came from not having one. He realized he was getting addicted again.  
 
    “Did you see any snakes there?” 
 
    She nodded. “The big one. With the spots.” 
 
    “It’s a boa. Did you see any other snakes? Specifically one with horns?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Ben never had any other snakes that you saw?” 
 
    “No. He was scared of them.” 
 
    “Scared?” 
 
    She wrapped her arms tighter around herself, as though it were cold. “The big snake was Kevin’s. He teased Ben about being scared of snakes.” 
 
    So Ben had been telling the truth that the snake was Kevin’s. But that meant that Kevin would have to be the one who handled the horned vipers. Baudin would have to get the information to Dixon. Dixon was intending to give Kevin a pass for becoming a confidential informant, but he may have struck a deal with the wrong roommate.  
 
    “Did Kevin ever bring any other snakes around? Or talk about snakes with horns?” 
 
    “No. Never. Just that big one.” 
 
    Baudin nodded and inhaled a puff of the smoke. He watched the red tip of the cigarette for a moment and then said, “They’ll never hurt you again. The chief of police himself is going to make sure of it.” 
 
    “Thanks, but I don’t know how much longer I can stay here. I think I’ll be moving as soon as I can.” 
 
    “I understand.” He rose. “If you need anything, you can call the chief personally. Kyle Dixon.” 
 
    Her eyes went wide, and Baudin thought he heard her gasp. She didn’t say anything for a few seconds, and Baudin finally said, “You know Kyle?” 
 
    “Dixon? That’s the chief of police?” 
 
    “Yes. Do you know him?” 
 
    Her eyes welled up with tears, and she looked like she might collapse. Baudin took a step forward. “What’s wrong, Liza?” 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” 
 
    Baudin froze. “I won’t. I won’t. What happened? What’s going on?” 
 
    “They talked about him.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Ben. He talked to him on the phone.” 
 
    Crying, she turned around and hurried inside, locking the door behind her. Baudin stood there a second before knocking on the door.  
 
    “Liza, please, let me talk to you. Liza, open the door. Liza.” 
 
    Baudin looked through the windows then stepped off the porch to see if he could catch her at a window or the backdoor, when he glanced into the street. Parked across from the house was the jeep. Baudin stopped, staring at it. The jeep wasn’t running, and he couldn’t see any movement inside. He looked back at the house and then back to the jeep. Another car slowly drove by, and the jeep turned on. Baudin hurried over. The jeep took off, tires squealing, leaving a small cloud of smoke in its wake.  
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    Liza wouldn’t open her door. Baudin sat out on her porch for an hour, then he rose and headed back to the station. He walked in and hurried past the other detectives and Mariah. He went into Dixon’s office and shut the door.  
 
    “What’s up, man?” Dixon said. “Thought you’d be on a plane by now.” 
 
    Baudin stood in front of the desk, his hands pressed against it. The two men glared at each other a long time.  
 
    “You didn’t tell me you knew Ben.” 
 
    Dixon was silent a second. “I didn’t.” 
 
    “You sure about that?” 
 
    “Positive. Why?” 
 
    “Because Liza told me something interesting. She told me she heard Ben speaking to you on the phone. Says he mentioned you by name.” 
 
    He shook his head. “She’s wrong. Must’ve been someone else.” 
 
    “I don’t know. She seemed pretty shaken up about it when she heard your name.” 
 
    He leaned back in his chair. “I don’t know the man.” 
 
    He nodded. “Kyle, we know things about each other no one else knows. Tell me the truth. Did you have something to do with Liza’s kidnapping?” 
 
    “What am I, a fucking idiot? No, Ethan, I had nothing to do with it.” 
 
    Baudin turned and left the office, shutting the door. This had been a mistake. In his haste and anger, he’d mentioned Liza’s name. He had no idea what Dixon’s involvement was, but if Dixon thought someone knew more than they should, he would make sure they couldn’t hurt him.  
 
    Baudin rushed out of the station. As he hurried to the parking lot and got into the car Dixon had lent him, his phone rang. It was Keri. Baudin silenced his phone and pulled out of the lot. He hit the intersection too fast and ran a red light. He glanced in his rearview to make sure no patrol cops had seen then pressed the accelerator down. The car jolted forward as the engine groaned.  
 
    He sped up the road and twisted around another intersection. How could he be so stupid as to mention her name? If Dixon had had something to do with her kidnapping, he would make certain that it never got out. The evidence they had found against Ben now made sense to him: someone had planted the snake, blood, and knife in the trunk. Ben likely wasn’t the killer, and it was possible Dixon knew who was.  
 
    Baudin heard a roar next to him and turned to look just as the jeep sideswiped him, slamming into his car.  
 
    The steering wheel spun on its own, and the car veered, the tires screaming. The muscles in his forearms burned as he tried to maintain control.  
 
    The jeep slewed away, and Baudin tried to hit the brakes. But the jeep crashed into him again, catching the front end of the car.  
 
    The car flipped. Baudin saw the entire world spin and heard the thunderous crash of the car rolling on the pavement. Everything was so loud it deafened him, and the world became silent—a grim silence like calm before a hurricane.  
 
    His shoulders, head, back, and hips screamed with pain. Baudin felt himself lift out of the seat. He tried to cover his head as glass shattered. Fire and shards sprayed across his face, cutting him, and he could feel glass and grit in his nose and mouth. 
 
    Something slammed Baudin’s head. Bright light sparkled, and he felt the warm trickle of blood on his head and neck.  
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    Blood slipped into his mouth, nauseating him. Baudin could feel it gather at his eyebrows and drip down his nose. He wanted to move his arm to wipe it away, but when he did, pain shot through him, and he knew it was broken.  
 
    Taking long, deep breaths, he tried to calm himself before panic set in. Shock would come next, and if he went into shock, he would die.  
 
    He moved his legs, trying to push himself out of the car, when he heard voices. Two sets of shoes got out of the jeep and ran over. Baudin started thrashing, attempting to pull himself loose.  
 
    The men grabbed him, and he fought. A throbbing pain in his hip told him the fighting was making it worse. He relaxed his body and let them pull him out. One grabbed his broken arm and yanked, and Baudin screamed. The man didn’t stop, not until he was out of the car. They threw him into the back of the jeep and got in, and the jeep took off.  
 
    Baudin could see their faces. Two white men, midthirties, both strong and muscular. One had dirty-blond hair and the other black. Baudin tried to etch their faces into his mind.  
 
    “I’m a cop,” he said.  
 
    Neither of the men responded. They drove calmly, without speeding or running lights or stop signs. They didn’t seem nervous at all, and it hit Baudin then that they were probably cops, too.  
 
    “I want to talk to Kyle.” 
 
    Baudin reached up with his good hand, and the one in the passenger seat swung back with a blow that sent Baudin flying back into his seat. Then the man in the passenger seat pulled out a handgun and held it on him as they drove.  
 
    They left the city. Baudin wondered if he could grab the gun and turn it on him. Maybe if he had both hands, but the pain in his left arm was so intense that he thought he might actually black out. The throbbing in his hip had turned into stabbing pain, felt as if a hot needle were inserted into the bone.  
 
    “I want to talk to Kyle,” he said again.  
 
    Neither of the men spoke, but the one holding the gun smiled.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    45 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They stopped in a clearing overlooking a mining pit. The cliff was twenty feet out and dropped straight down. Afternoon sunlight beat down, and the heat and pain made Baudin sick. As the two men pulled him roughly out of the jeep, he vomited over one of them—a thick mixture of blood and the food he had just eaten. Baudin smiled at him.  
 
    The man swung and smashed him in the cheek. Baudin tumbled and hit the dirt. A wave of agony went through his body, and he groaned and vomited again, though nothing came out this time.  
 
    Baudin was lying on the ground, his legs twisted awkwardly to try to avoid the pain in his hip, when he saw another car driving toward them—a patrol car. Baudin kept his eyes on the car as it rolled to a stop in front of them. A man wearing overalls and a cap got out of the car, strolled over to Baudin, and stood over him. Baudin had never seen him before. The man put his foot on Baudin’s hip and pressed down.  
 
    Baudin screamed, and the man laughed.  
 
    When the man leaned back again, Baudin stared up at him, panting. “Who are you?”  
 
    The man in the coveralls looked at the other two. “She’s in the trunk.”  
 
    The two men went to the car, and the one in coveralls pressed a button on his keychain to pop the trunk.  
 
    Baudin felt the icy fear he had felt so many times in his life—the fear brought on by certainty. He knew who was in that trunk.  
 
    They pulled Liza out. She had been beaten and looked only half conscious. Bruises and cuts covered her face, and her top was ripped, her skirt twisted around her. The two men shoved her to her knees in front of Baudin, and the man in the coveralls said, “You should’ve taken the job, Detective.” 
 
    He pulled out a gun. Baudin shouted, “No!” but his voice was overtaken by the crack of the pistol. The round tore through her head, and her body flopped to the ground, a slab of meat thumping into the dirt. Blood emptied out of her and mixed with the chalky dirt in a thick, chunky mud.  
 
    “She didn’t do anything,” Baudin said. 
 
    “Sure she did. She talked to you.” 
 
    Baudin closed his eyes. She was dead because of him. If he hadn’t come out here, she would still be alive. Candi was dead because of him, too.  
 
    The man in coveralls nodded. They grabbed Baudin by the arms and lifted him up to his knees, and he had to grit his teeth to keep from screaming. The man lifted the gun.  
 
    “Wait, wait,” Baudin said, the pain in his arm so acute he was out of breath. “Lemme have a cigarette.” 
 
    “You fuckin’ kidding?” 
 
    “You’re all cops, aren’t you? I was blue for ten years. Service before that. You let a man have a cigarette.” 
 
    He lowered the gun. “I was a jarhead.” 
 
    “Infantry.” 
 
    “I saw your tattoo. You in Iraq?” 
 
    Baudin nodded. “Two tours.” 
 
    “Three for me.” 
 
    The man made a sucking sound through his teeth. He looked at the other two men and said, “Give him his cigarette.” 
 
    The men hesitated then let go of his arms. One reached into his shirt pocket and came out with a pack of cigarettes. He lit one and pressed it to Baudin’s lips. Baudin inhaled the smoke as the man in coveralls lit one as well, looking out over the mine.  
 
    “When I was a kid,” the man said, “all this was nothin’ but empty fields. They came out minin’ ’bout twenty years ago. Haven’t left since. Lotta money in this mine. Can buy a lotta influence. That’s all this cocksuckin’ motherfuckin’ world’s about, ain’t it? Money.” 
 
    “Where were you in Iraq?” Baudin said.  
 
    “I was with a security detail. Some big-shot diplomat. Asshole would go out whenever there was a firefight and look at the bodies. Don’t know why. But he’d sit in his little bulletproof car and watch the bodies for a long time, all mangled and bloody. That was his thing. What about you?” 
 
    Baudin shook his head. “I was just a grunt. Cannon fodder. Broke down doors and got shot at.” 
 
    “You ever take one?” 
 
    “Yeah. Right through the stomach.” 
 
    “No shit?” 
 
    Baudin reached with his right hand to his shirt and began to lift it.  
 
    In an explosion of movement, Baudin snatched the gun from the holster of the man who had given him the cigarette and fired at the man in the coveralls. The shot went into the man’s gut, and his breath blew from his lips before he slumped over. Baudin jumped into a run.  
 
    Gunshots fired behind him, the popping of pistols. He swung the weapon around blindly and fired three rounds. All of them missed, but it was enough for the men to duck. Baudin sprinted for the precipice, his hips making his legs nearly give out underneath him. He turned one more time and fired another two rounds before he made a final push, and leapt off the edge.  
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    Baudin didn’t remember the fall. It was a mixture of pain and screaming. He remembered hitting the bottom of the mine and blacking out from the pain. When he woke up, he didn’t know where he was until he looked up and saw the precipice and two men looking down at him. 
 
    Crawling on his hands and knees, he went deeper into the mine and rolled underneath a massive truck. It wouldn’t hide him forever, but it would hide him for now. He reached down and felt his hip. The pain told him it was fractured. His hands were trembling, and his left arm didn’t respond when he tried to move it. Gritting his teeth, he reached into his pocket for his cell phone.  
 
    The screen was cracked, but the phone still worked. He dialed 9-1-1. The operator said, “Nine-one-one, please state the nature of your emergency.” 
 
    “I’m at the Hollow Mine. There’s a massive fire. We need some fire trucks out here. I think someone’s hurt, too.” 
 
    “And who am I speaking with?” 
 
    “Please hurry, this thing’s out of control.” 
 
    He hung up and dropped the phone, all his strength gone from just the simple act of holding it. The fire trucks would bring firemen and medics—not cops. Not until later. The men up there would have to leave or arrest Baudin and take him somewhere else. He was hurt so badly he doubted a paramedic would allow him to be moved by anything but a stretcher.  
 
    As he lay there, he thought of his wife and his daughter. He thought of the choices he’d made that got him where he was. And he thought of the last time he’d seen Candi. She was beautiful then, and young—a cross between an exotic model and the tomboy every boy had a crush on in high school. He had left Wyoming with Keri, he had married Keri, but he guessed that deep down maybe Candi was the one he should’ve fled the state with. Despite everything he espoused about people being equal, all the sympathy, all the lip service to hookers being victims, he knew his pride had not allowed it. His pride had told him she was a whore, just like Kyle had said, and not worthy of his affection. Had he not let pride get in the way, she would be alive, as would Liza and Nancy Jollie. All the women were dead because he couldn’t dig deep enough to see past someone’s exterior.  
 
    Baudin didn’t know how long he lay there, but it didn’t take long for sirens to start drawing near. He began crawling out from under the truck. A fire engine was parked at the lip of the mine, along with a cruiser.  
 
    “Hey,” Baudin tried to shout. The exhalation of breath poured fire into his lungs. “Hey!” he screamed. The pain nearly made him black out again.  
 
    He shouted, but it was no use. They couldn’t hear him. Within a few minutes, the truck and the patrol vehicle pulled away.  
 
    “No, come back. Come back!” 
 
    He lay on his side and felt the shocks of lightning that radiated through his hips, and the empty silence of the desert overtook him. Rolling onto his back, he stared up at the blue sky. A cloud drifted by overhead, and he wondered if that was going to be the last thing he saw. Dying never scared him, but dying for no reason, dying just to die, terrified him. Somehow the end meant more than the beginning and middle to him, and he knew his life had to have meaning through his death. If he died right now, he wasn’t even sure what he’d be dying for. Did he know too much? See too much? How could Kyle think that, considering Baudin had seen him kill a man and not only didn’t turn him in, but covered up the crime? Maybe, he decided, Kyle didn’t know anything about this. Maybe that old man dying in a retirement home still clung to power with the last of his strength.  
 
    His mind was drifting as he heard rocks tumbling down toward him followed by footsteps.   
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    Baudin thought he should crawl back under the truck, but it didn’t matter. If they wanted to kill him, they would. But maybe they had left before the fire truck arrived, possibly to take the man in coveralls to a hospital.  
 
    He took his phone out again. He would tell them he was at the bottom of the mine, injured. The problem was that dispatch would let the police department know. Dixon would know. Baudin didn’t see any other choice. It was either die here or call in for help. He had to risk it.  
 
    He was bringing up the number when the sound of another car reached his ears. He tilted his head to the side and saw the cloud of dust kicked up by another police cruiser, this one making its way down into the mine. The footsteps stopped.  
 
    His breath quickened, and his heart pounded. He scanned the area around him. The gun had to be nearby. He’d lost his grip on the way down, but it had to be close. He forced himself to sit up to get a better view. His legs felt numb, and he knew he couldn’t walk if he tried. The cruiser was almost to him.  
 
    Baudin tried to stand, but his legs wouldn’t do it. His hip was broken, and his legs wouldn’t obey him. So instead of fighting, he put his one good arm behind him to support his weight, and just sat there as the cruiser pulled to a stop in front of him.  
 
    Dixon got out of the car. He was wearing a suit, and he shook his head as he walked over.  
 
    “You just can’t help getting into trouble, can you?” he said.  
 
    Baudin sneered. “You’re actually gonna do it yourself, huh? I have to admit, I respect that more than if you’d just let those gorillas do it.” 
 
    “Do what—kill you? You think I’m here to kill you?” 
 
    “Why else?” 
 
    “I’m here to save your life, dipshit. I didn’t send anybody. I didn’t even know about this until twenty minutes ago when somebody told Mariah someone had called about a fire and it was a hoax. She had dispatch pull up the number and saw your name. She saved your life.” He bent down. “Can you walk?” 
 
    “I’m not goin’ anywhere with you.” 
 
    “Ethan, I swear to you, I did not do this.” 
 
    “Who then?” 
 
    He paused. “You know who.” Dixon spit. “When I told him you didn’t accept and you were leavin’, he said, ‘That’s a shame,’ and I thought that was the end of it. Apparently he didn’t have any plans to just let you walk away from this.” 
 
    Baudin took a few breaths. “My hip’s broken.” 
 
    “Put all your weight on me.” 
 
    Dixon helped him up and pulled his arm over his own shoulder, piggy-backing him. Baudin felt the burning of his hip moving and had to bite his lip.  
 
    “I knew you’d get in the shit somehow,” Dixon said. “People can’t hide who they really are, can they?” 
 
    He helped him into the backseat of the cruiser, laid him down, and then got into the driver’s side. “I’m takin’ you to a hospital.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “What the hell you mean, ‘not yet?’ You can’t even walk.” 
 
    “He’ll kill me. He’ll have someone sneak in and put a bullet in my brain.” 
 
    “I’ll stay with you.” 
 
    “No, I don’t know how far he’ll go. He might see it as more convenient to kill you, too. There’s only one way this ends.” 
 
    Dixon thought for a moment. “Okay,” he finally said. “We’ll go.” 
 
    Baudin swallowed. “Kyle… thank you. For coming for me.” 
 
    Dixon nodded and began to drive.  
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    Every bump they hit sent agony through Baudin. He was sweating and hot, but he stayed awake. This had to end, and it couldn’t end any other way. Once Sandoval was gone, they still might kill him, but there was at least a chance they might not. 
 
    Dixon parked in the back at the retirement home. “You sure?” 
 
    “I’m sure.” 
 
    Dixon helped him out of the car. He put Baudin’s arm around his neck, and they tried to appear as casual as they could, in the circumstances. Dixon led them through the door and nodded to someone at the desk who apparently recognized him.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be here,” Baudin said. “They know you. Go now and just leave me here.” 
 
    Dixon acted as though he hadn’t heard and got them to Sandoval’s room.  
 
    Sandoval was lying in bed, watching a sitcom on television. His head barely moved when they entered. Sandoval reached for the remote and turned off the television.  
 
    “Hard to find good help, isn’t it?” Sandoval said. “I heard you shot one of my best men. He’s in surgery right now. One of the other men was his brother. He’s going to want a reckoning.” 
 
    “I’m not here for them,” Baudin said. 
 
    “Ah. You’re here to kill an old man on his deathbed. How gallant of you.” 
 
    “I don’t care. This has to end. It has to stop.” 
 
    “Why? You think no one will take my place? You don’t understand what powerful people will do to stay in power.” 
 
    Baudin fell against the bed and leaned against it to support himself. He reached over and grabbed a pillow.  
 
    “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Dixon said.  
 
    Baudin looked back to see a gun. Dixon was screwing on a silencer at the end. Baudin dropped the pillow.  
 
    “You see,” Sandoval said. “Never underestimate what people will do for power. Because there is no limit. They will do anything.” 
 
    “What’re you doing, Kyle?” 
 
    “You shoulda taken that job, man. I begged you to take it. I did everything I could.” 
 
    “So I don’t want it. So what? I was happy living my life in LA. You didn’t have to bring me out here.” 
 
    “Chief Dixon will be mayor soon, and governor after that. Hell, maybe one day it will be President Dixon. Do you like the sound of that, Kyle?” 
 
    “Yessir, I do.” 
 
    “President Dixon,” Sandoval repeated. “He has an amazing career ahead of him—one that is going to be profitable for a lot of people. We can’t have loose ends.” 
 
    Baudin stared at Dixon. “Is that what I am? A loose end?” 
 
    “Sorry, man. But I can’t have someone runnin’ around in another state who knows I murdered a man in cold blood. You let one word slip when I’m governor, and the media will be all over this town, diggin’ up bones better left buried. I can’t have that. We can’t have that.” 
 
    Baudin sat down next to Sandoval. The pain was too much. It was slowly shutting down his body, muddying his thoughts, making him unable to concentrate or process what was happening. Better to die here and have this finished.  
 
    Sandoval chuckled. “I asked Kyle to bring you here and not kill you in that mine, because I wanted to ask you personally one more time to reconsider.” He inhaled a deep breath. “It’s not so bad, is it? Giving in to the inevitable. There’s even freedom in it.” He shook his head. “We don’t want to kill you, Detective. We want to liberate you. Take the position. Become chief of police and run this town. You can do more good here in one day than in a lifetime back in Los Angeles.” 
 
     “I’d rather die.” 
 
    Sandoval sighed. “I was truly hoping we could change your mind. But if that’s what you want.” He inhaled a deep breath and nodded to Dixon.  
 
    “Loose ends.” The thought was so horrifying it made Baudin gasp. “Am I the only loose end? Kyle, tell me this ends with me.” 
 
    Dixon hesitated and lowered the weapon.  
 
    “Kyle, tell me this ends with me.” 
 
    “We don’t know what your wife or Heather know. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Baudin’s blood froze. “No, man. No, not my family. Not after everything I did for you.” 
 
    “Did for me? You fucking ran out on me when I needed you most. When I was at my lowest, you ran like a coward.” 
 
    “You’d made your choice, man. I didn’t want to stick around and watch you go from a man I loved to a man I hated.” 
 
    Dixon sighed. “Life’s a bitch sometimes, I guess.” 
 
    No, Baudin thought. Not Keri. Not Heather. Not like this. He couldn’t allow this. No matter what strength he had left, no matter if his life was about to leave him, he couldn’t allow this. He saw plainly now why he had left Wyoming and why he had chosen Keri. The thought of losing her pierced him, and he knew he loved her more fiercely than anyone he’d ever loved. He hadn’t left Candi for pride, but for love.  
 
    “Kyle,” Sandoval said. “Don’t get blood all over my sheets.”  
 
    “I’ll take him out to the desert.” 
 
    Baudin inhaled a deep breath and grabbed Sandoval by the throat. He squeezed so hard he felt the old man’s windpipe crush underneath his fingers. Sandoval let out a hoarse, quiet scream. Frothy spit gurgled from his mouth, and his tongue fell limply against his lips. 
 
    “No!” Dixon said, lifting the gun again.  
 
    Baudin twisted around, lifting Sandoval out of the bed as the first two shots were fired. He felt the impacts of the rounds as they hit Sandoval, his shield. Dixon’s eyes widened, and he looked like he would faint.  
 
    Baudin threw the old man’s body off the bed and lunged at Dixon. The two men went down. Dixon pounded him with his fist, and Baudin leaned in and tore a good chunk of flesh off his neck with a deep bite. He tasted blood as Dixon screamed and brought the gun up to fire. Baudin grabbed it with his good hand.  
 
    Baudin didn’t have the strength to fight. Dixon was pulling the gun down toward his face. Baudin slammed his head with everything he had onto Dixon’s nose. He did it again and again, hearing the crack and seeing the blood begin to spill.  
 
    Baudin still had hold of the gun. He pushed it directly backward. Dixon’s index finger was still in the trigger guard, and it snapped as Baudin pulled it all the way back. Dixon screamed, and Baudin pulled the gun and rolled away. He pointed the weapon as Dixon lay bleeding on the linoleum floor.  
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    Baudin pushed himself up, his legs useless as he leaned against the wall. Dixon held his nose and sat up, too. He thrust himself against the opposite wall, and the two men watched each other bleeding.  
 
    Dixon laughed. “You believe this is where we ended up, man?”  
 
    “This wasn’t my doing.” 
 
    Blood poured out of Dixon’s nose and soaked his shirt. “Shit. It was both of us. It was inevitable. The moment I killed Chris and you helped me cover it up, it had to come to this. You like the snakes, by the way?” 
 
    “That was you?” 
 
    Dixon nodded. “I had to get you to come out. It’d be too weird to have just Candi-Jean killed. I had to make it seem like a serial killer.” He smiled. “The snakes were my idea. I said you’d find it interesting. They just wanted the girls shot, but I told them that wouldn’t be interesting enough for you. How well do I know you?” 
 
    Baudin rested his arm on a chair next to him, the gun still pointed at Dixon. “Why didn’t you just leave me alone, Kyle? I never would’ve said anything.” 
 
    “Shit, man, I wanted to. I really did. But Sandoval and a few of the others said I couldn’t. You wouldn’t just sit by and watch me become governor without saying something about this whole thing.” 
 
    “I covered up that murder, man. I was just as liable.” 
 
    “Mutually assured destruction. Yeah, I know. I see that now. They were just looking out for their own asses. They didn’t want you to talk about Sigma Mu and all that.” 
 
    “I thought you said they were all dead.” 
 
    “They are, but there’s always people to take their place. New power players. There always is. So they said you needed to go so I could rise up. That’s when I told them we should have you join us. Become chief of police. I thought if I could get you out here and you saw how much you liked it, they would feel comfortable. Think about it, man. Think about the great things we could do together. These people I work for, they’re fucking pussies. They hide behind money. Me and you got balls. We could run everything. We could take them out like you just took out Sandoval, and we could run this fucking state.” 
 
    “I don’t want power, Kyle. I don’t want to hurt people to get what I want. You don’t either. If you think you do, just ask yourself: are you happy? If you’re not, it’s because power’s empty, man. It’s all empty. The master is only a master by the grace of his slaves. He’s the true slave. Family’s the only thing that matters.” 
 
    “Shit. Hillary’s hated me for a long time. Probably since she found out I killed Chris. One boy isn’t my own, and the others never see me ’cause I work so much. Hillary would never say it, but I know she hopes I get killed on duty. She could play the grieving widow for a while and then get the hell outta this town. She knows while I’m alive she could never leave me, but if I’m dead she could get away. I see it in her eyes when she looks at me, man.” He paused, drawing deep, wet breaths as the blood continued to flow out of his nose and neck. “Family doesn’t mean shit to me.” 
 
    Baudin was quiet for a second. “I don’t want to kill you, Kyle.” 
 
    “You’re gonna have to.” 
 
    “Why? Why does it have to end that way?” 
 
    “It just does, man. It’s the only way. You don’t kill me, I gotta come after you. It’ll never stop.” He spit a glob of blood and mucus on the linoleum. “In about five seconds, I’m gonna lunge for that gun, and you’ve gotta fire. If you miss, I’m gonna take it and kill you.” 
 
    “Don’t do it, man.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, brother. But this is the way things are.” 
 
    “Kyle, don’t fucking do it. Don’t you do it!” 
 
    Dixon closed his eyes. He took a few deep breaths and opened them.  
 
    “Kyle!” 
 
    Dixon rushed him, and Baudin fired.  
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    A river. That was what he remembered. It was from a time in his childhood, a peaceful time when nothing seemed to bother him. Friends surrounded him and made up most of his life, and when he didn’t have his friends, he had his books. There were always the books to keep him company and make him feel safe.  
 
    One day, he sat by the river and read for so long that the sun went down and he had to stop because he couldn’t see. But he didn’t want to leave. He didn’t have any desire to. Home was a jungle of horror for a kid who moved from foster parent to foster parent, one abusive, one nice, one a demon, one an angel, no stability in his life from the moment he was born.  
 
    Baudin thought of these things as he walked into the restaurant. It was the first time in three years he’d been back here. He had to use a cane now, and pain medication soured his stomach and made him lose his appetite, but he was back. He was here, though he now had a different name and many of his tattoos had been removed, his hair dyed and lengthened. 
 
    He ordered a vegan cheeseburger and then hobbled to the back of the seats near the windows. Outside was a perfectly clear day, blue sky and a breeze that blew the girls’ skirts up and made the teenage boys stare as though they were looking at the lost city of Atlantis.  
 
    Baudin thought back to the weeks he spent in the hospital in Cheyenne, every moment painful, filled with the anxiety that someone was about to walk through the door and put a bullet in his skull. 
 
    He felt that until the day the FBI came to see him. They had been watching what was happening there for a long time, putting together cases one small piece at a time, and they wanted his help. All of it would come together, with his help.  
 
    When he was debriefed, he sat in an FBI field office and told them everything. He no longer wished to keep anything hidden, and he went into detail about Chris, about Sandoval, about Sigma Mu, and everything that happened in Cheyenne. The agents sat there with their mouths open, and he knew they’d never heard anything like it.  
 
    The words kept coming. They flowed out of him as though they’d been held back by a dam and the dam had broken. Several times, he wept, thinking about the round that went into Kyle’s cheek and exited the back of his head. Of seeing his friend’s brains spilled on the floor. Of how loud the gunshot really was, and how it deafened him for several minutes of horrible silence, where he lay on the floor next to a corpse that had once been his friend. 
 
    He told the agents about how, as soon as he could walk, he went and saw Hillary. When she opened the door, she just started crying. Baudin had expected her to slap him for killing the father of her children, to throw things, to get a gun and blow his brains out like he had her husband’s. And if she had, he would’ve let her. But she didn’t do those things. Instead, she threw her arms around him and wept on his shoulder. Baudin knew it wasn’t grief; it was relief. Dixon had been right about her. 
 
    The trials took years. He flew back and forth so much between his new home in Florida and Wyoming that the stewardesses and counter clerks at both airports knew him by first name. At the end, he had testified in six jury trials over the course of three years. Each time, he told what he knew—presented the pieces, and then other informants for the feds would explain each piece. The FBI had operatives in the Cheyenne Police Department, the district attorney’s office, and the mayor’s office. They had a noose around the necks of Dixon and Sandoval and those like them, and they had been tightening it every day.  
 
    Baudin had been charged with the murder of Sandoval and Dixon by the U.S. Attorney’s Office. A prosecutor with their office came to him one day while he was in his cell.  
 
    “Sleep with dogs, and you wake up with fleas,” the prosecutor said.  
 
    “‘I told you so’ doesn’t become you guys.” 
 
    The prosecutor smiled. He offered him an easy deal: testify as much as they wanted, and all charges would be dropped, even those related to the murder of Chris Stuttle, and he’d be put into witness protection. A new identity, a new job, a new life. For him, his family, and anyone else threatened.  
 
    The feds had made good on their promise. Keri and he had talked Heather and her family into moving with them. He didn’t want them alone in Los Angeles. She was now a successful attorney in the Florida Keys, a small place called Sugarloaf that only had four lawyers and a lot of rich potential clients. Baudin lived there, too, with a new restaurant that promised an upscale vegan experience. But he missed this place, which he’d sold for pennies on the dollar just to get out as quickly as possible.  
 
    The feds had warned him never to come back to Los Angeles, as he wouldn’t know who was watching him, but he couldn’t help it. LA was in his blood. He had to come back one more time. Just once more.  
 
    The burger came, but he wasn’t hungry. He sat a few more minutes and then rose and walked out into the sunshine. This would be the last time he would ever come to Los Angeles, the last time he would ever be in a place that reminded him of his old life. He wasn’t Ethan Baudin anymore, and he couldn’t have been happier for it.  
 
    “Sir,” one of the cashiers, a young girl, said as he walked out the door. “You forgot your burger. Would you like me to wrap it up for you?” 
 
    “No,” he said, putting on his sunglasses. “Thank you. Give it to one of the homeless if you don’t mind. Do you still do that? Do they eat for free?” 
 
    “No, sir. I don’t think we’ve ever done that.” 
 
    He nodded. “Well, if you see someone hungry, you feed them. It’s good for your soul.” 
 
    “Okay,” the cashier said, confused. “So you don’t want the burger?” 
 
    Baudin turned away from her and walked into the sunshine. One day, maybe, the girl would remember some crazy customer saying something about helping people being good for your soul. Maybe it’d affect her, and maybe it wouldn’t. Everyone had to make their own choices, and sometimes they chose wrong. But holding on to that part of you, that mysterious part of the human mind that seemed beyond words, was the most important thing a person could do, Baudin decided. It was the greatest fight in a person’s life in a world that was constantly trying to steal that part. It was the only fight worth it in the end, he decided.  
 
    Baudin took out his phone and texted his wife.  
 
    I’m coming home now. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
IR

IHE VEILED

BOOK 11 OF THE BAUDIN & DIXON TRILOGY





