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Ranger-In-Charge Don Storm looked around, seeing no one else inside park headquarters to answer the ringing phone.  He found it difficult to make his gruff voice sound pleasant.

“Evergreen National Park.  How can I help you?”  He listened to the voice on the other end of the line and regretted taking the call.  He made no attempt at pleasantness.  “He’s out doing his job ... Of course you need him right away.  The FBI always does ... Well, he can’t get back here for at least twenty minutes.  It’s another twenty minutes to the airport.  Give the poor guy some time to pack, for crying out loud ... Well, that’s mighty generous of you.  If he can’t make it by then, your pilot will just have to wait.”

Don slammed the receiver down and swore.  Ranger Kelly Wagner, entering through the back door, heard him.

“What’s eating you?”

“Same thing that’s going to be eating you.  The FBI.”

“Oh, sh...  Where to this time?”

“Didn’t say.  They want Tony on a plane in ninety minutes.  Go home and get him packed.  I’ll call him.  And Memorial Day is a week away.  It wouldn’t be so bad if these cases came during the off season.  Why’d I ever agree to this?”

“Mostly because the Park Service told you to.  You think you got problems.  I get extra work here and at home.”

“You could tell him that you don’t want him to be an FBI consultant anymore.”

“Oh, I couldn’t do that.  He’d be so disappointed.  And you don’t really want me to, do you?”

“Guess not.  As inconvenient as it is, I’d rather lose him to the FBI once or twice a year than have him quit to work for them full-time.  Now get going.”  He picked up the radio.  “Evergreen Five, this is One.”

Within seconds, the radio crackled and Tony replied.  “Go ahead, One.”

“Reverend, you need to get back here.  The FBI beckons.”

A short silence.  “How soon?”

“There’ll be a plane here in ninety minutes.”

“I’m on my way.”

***
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Tony parked the Park Service pickup in front of his Park Service log house and hurried inside.  His suitcase lay open on the kitchen table.  He checked the contents, then added his Kevlar vest and FBI jacket.  Kelly brought his shaving kit and other items from the bathroom.

He kissed her.  “You’ve gotten pretty good at this.”

“Doesn’t mean I like it.”

“I know.  It means a lot to me that you put up with it.”

“Your eyes light up when they call.  I’d rather have you do this than decide to become a big city cop.”

“Never happen.”

“Good.”  She began unbuckling his belt.  “Now, there’s something you need to do before you leave.”

He pulled away.  “Kelly!  I have to be at the airport in 40 minutes.  I need to shower and change clothes.  I worked up a sweat this morning.”

“They can take you stinky.”  She drew him back and continued working on his belt.  “If they want you to smell nice, they should give you more time.  Who knows how long until we get to do this again.”

He smoothed her short, brown hair.  “You’re very persuasive.”

“You wouldn’t want me to look elsewhere.”

His chuckle was cut off by a gasp.  “Let’s go to the bedroom.  If we do it here, someone’s liable to walk in on us.  I still have to say goodbye to Christina at Lois’s and stop by school to see Brett, so this had better be quick.”

“This time I won’t complain about quick.  Maybe that will get me pregnant.  We’ve tried everything else.”

He closed the bedroom door behind them.  Kelly slipped out of her pants.

“We have a lot of fun trying.  You planned ahead.  Took your boots off before I got home.  It’ll take a long time to get mine off and on again.”

She licked her lips.  “Just drop your pants.  That will give you a couple more minutes for me.”

He flopped back on the bed, grinning.  “Come and get it.”
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They saw the small FBI plane on approach while Kelly parked beside the largest of the airport’s four hangars.  She and Tony embraced until the pilot opened his door.

Tony had met him on other occasions.  “Hi, Phil.”

“Reverend.  I have a summary of the case for you to study en route.”

“Where we going?”

“I’m landing in Dickinson, North Dakota.  I don’t know where you go from there.”

Tony smiled at Kelly.  “Too bad you can’t come along.  You know more about that area than I do.”

“If you get close to Roosevelt, look up some of my friends, especially Rita.”

“I’ll do that.  Love you.”

“Love you.  Be careful.”

He climbed into the six passenger plane and waved as it taxied away.  After the plane reached cruising altitude, he opened the file.  The first page provided a brief description of the case.

A Cessna 180 had crashed in the Badlands south of Theodore Roosevelt National Park early the previous morning, killing the pilot.  When the Federal Aviation Administration arrived to investigate, they found automatic weapons, large amounts of cash, and bullet holes in the fuselage.

Since the plane’s registered owner, the victim, had lived in Billings, Montana, the FAA called the FBI.

Tony felt disappointed when he saw the name of the agent-in-charge—R. Salvatore.  Not his FBI mentor, Wyatt Garret.  With the exception of two brief climbing jobs to collect evidence and a few hours tracking, he had never worked an FBI case without Garret.  This’ll be a learning experience.

He studied pictures of the wreckage and maps of the area, then dozed until his stomach began growling.  “Got anything to eat in here?”

Phil reached under the seat and handed him a package of cheese crackers with peanut butter.  “Better than nothing.”

“I try not to look a gift horse in the mouth.  Thanks.  How far yet?”

“Bout fifteen minutes.”

***
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When the plane approached a hangar at Dickinson’s Theodore Roosevelt Regional Airport, Tony recognized Agent Salvatore—the only person wearing an FBI jacket.  She stood close to six feet, with long, black hair pulled into a pony tail.

This really will be a learning experience.  He smiled, then climbed down and extended his hand.

She gripped it.  “Agent Gina Salvatore.”

“Tony Wagner.”

“Welcome to the middle of nowhere.  Are you good with maps?  We have to find the god forsaken place where this plane went down.  I have the GPS coordinates marked on a map, but about all I’ve figured out is that we take I-94 to Belgrade, then turn south.”

“Belfield.  Don’t you have one of those navigation systems.”

“It’s broke.”

“That’s probably just as well in rural areas.  Those things are programmed to see a road as a road.  They might send your sports car down a rutted trail, or tell you to turn on a road that’s flooded or blocked with snow.”

“You know this country?”

“I’ve only been here once, but it was last summer.  We spent a whole week in Medora and the surrounding area.  I got a pretty good indoctrination.  My wife was a ranger at Roosevelt for three years.  And I am pretty good with maps.”

“Glad I picked you.  Let’s go.”

“Can we grab something to eat?  I missed lunch.”

“We’ll stop at Mickey D’s before we leave town.  We may have to eat jackrabbit the rest of the time we’re here.”  She gazed at him while he stowed his suitcase and backpack in her Explorer.  “Why are you still in uniform?”

Tony blushed.  “They gave me ninety minutes.  I was twenty minutes from park headquarters and twenty minutes from the airport.  I had to say goodbye to my wife and kids.”

“Oh.  Well, at least change your shirt before we go any farther.  We don’t want to confuse the yokels.  We want them to treat you the same as me.”  She swore.  “Especially this time.  They send me out to the boondocks and I don’t even rate a partner.  I can have a consultant.  Thank God I decided to start at the bottom of the alphabet.  You have quite the credentials.  Tracking.  Rock climbing.  Armed.  And qualified to investigate felonies.  Almost as good as a partner.”

“I do my best.”  He dug in his suitcase.  “Garret likes working with me.”

“I’ve heard about Garret.  Haven’t had the ‘pleasure’ of working with him.  Sounds like you’re about the only person he likes.  Let’s go.”

He grabbed a Henley shirt, then changed while she drove north toward Dickinson.  Gina cast a long glance at his muscles.

“You’re what Hitler had in mind when he talked about the master race.”

He gave her a look.  “Never heard that one before.”  He opened the map.  “Who told you to go south at Belfield?”

“Nobody.  It just looks like the shortest way.”

Tony tried to cast the best light on her lack of navigational skills.  “It might be, as the crow flies.  After you get off Highway 85, the road jogs back and forth.  I’d advise going to Medora, then south.”

“You’re the navigator.  Did they give you a case summary to read?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, now you know as much as I do.  What do you think?”

“He was taking off.”

“And you know that how?”

“The flaps.”

“Very good.  A lot of cash and not a lot of automatic weapons.  I’d say the pilot had just made a delivery.  Although why anyone would pick that spot, I have no idea.”

“That’s probably why they picked it.”

“Very good.  What’s your first job when we get there?”

“Figure out where the delivery took place.  From that, I can make an educated guess where the shooter waited.”

“You don’t think his business associates shot him down?”

“They could have.  But they would’ve had to place a shooter on high ground to do the job.”

“High ground?”

“If his business associates had double-crossed him, I’d expect to see the bullet holes in the belly of the plane.  The pieces with bullet holes are all on the right side.  Unless he stuck around after they left, they would’ve had to shoot while it was still on the ground.  Not a very effective way to crash a plane.  Or they could have just shot him and kept the money.  And you’d think, if they killed him, they would’ve retrieved the money.”

“Very, very good.  You’re really making my day, here.  You’ll be a lot more help than the average consultant.”

She pulled into the drive-thru and asked his preference.  She chose the same value meal, with a diet drink to his root beer.  Once on the interstate, she picked at fries.  “Any questions?  Or are you ready to wrap this case up?”

“I’m no Nero Wolfe.  The report didn’t say if any bullets hit the pilot.”

“I got that by fax while I was waiting at the airport.  Only one.  To the right forearm.  COD was massive blunt force trauma consistent with a plane crash.”

“Anything else useful?”

“The slugs are from an M-16.  He had a little alcohol in his system.  Way below the legal limit.  Stomach contents included bison meat.”

Tony chewed and swallowed.  “The report didn’t even give his name.”

“I stand corrected.  I do know a little more than you do.”  She fished between the seats and pulled out a file folder.  “Meet Harvey Leland, our victim.”

Tony shifted the burger to his right hand, then studied the one page report.

Harvey Leland, 20 Rimrock Circle, Billings, Montana.  Age: 53.  Occupation: Retired.  Made his fortune in real estate.  Birthplace: Great Falls, Montana.  Graduate of the University of Montana.  Divorced.  Two children in college.  Member of a Billings Elks Lodge and the Theodore Roosevelt Medora Foundation.  A pilot for twelve years.  Made frequent flights to Medora, Dickinson, Las Vegas, Reno, Tucson.

“Not much.”

“We’ll find out where he stayed out here.  He must’ve had friends.  And we’ll get more from Billings before we’re done.”
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For the next twenty-five miles, Tony studied the detailed contour map and listened to Gina’s occasional complaints about the boring, god-forsaken landscape.  He found the green, rolling hills neither boring nor god-forsaken.  When he looked up from the map, he saw herds of cattle, red scoria outcrops, even a few antelope.

He finally tired of listening to her complaints.  “If you’re bored with the terrain, you’ll like what you see in a mile or two.”

“I’ll believe it when I see it.”  He waited for her reaction when the freeway crossed a rise.  “Oh, my God!”

The badlands stretched to the north and west of the interstate as far as the eye could see.  Buttes and canyons in shades of red, gray, and tan.  Here and there, black coal seams cut through the eroded slopes.  Shadows of the few warm weather clouds changed the appearance of the land as they moved across the sky.

“Still find North Dakota boring?”

“Guess it has a few surprises.  I’ve only been here a few months.  I drove to Bismarck on I-94.  It isn’t as flat as Fargo, but it’s nothing like this.  Even driving to Dickinson, I just saw a butte once in awhile.  What do they call that?  Just badlands?”

Tony pointed to a sign.  “The Painted Canyon.”

“Cool.”

“Imagine traveling across the prairie in a covered wagon.  It’s been pretty easy going since you crossed the Missouri.  Then you come over the hill and see that.”

“I’ll bet the air turned blue.  Will it be like that where the plane crashed?”

“From what I can see in the pictures, it’s not quite that rugged.  But I don’t think you have to worry about being bored on this case.”

“Good.  I suppose I won’t be able to get a decent meal.”

“Think of it as a dining adventure.”

“Yippee.”

“You want Exit 27.”

“You mean, we’re almost there?”

“We’re almost to Medora.  Then we leave the pavement.”

“How much farther?”

“Nine or ten miles.”  She drove between buttes into the valley Medora occupied, passing riding stables and a motel.  Tony gestured to a sign pointing the way to Sully Creek State Primitive Park.  “There’s our turn.”

After crossing the railroad tracks, the road took them past more motels and nearly empty campgrounds before heading south out of the valley.  Though not as rugged as the painted canyon, the terrain ended Gina’s boredom.  Before she had driven far, they left the pavement behind.

“What do they do, crush bricks and put them on the road?”

Tony smiled.  “God’s bricks.  It’s scoria.  Baked clay.  It’s the red you see in some hillsides.  People who live around here will tell you, when they first put it on the road, it tears tires to pieces.  After it breaks down so that it’s nice to drive on, the wind blows it away.  This road’s in pretty good shape.”

“So why do they use it?”

“Cheap and plentiful in this area.”

They rode in silence, except when Tony needed to give directions.  They passed the state park, an electric substation, and a ranch.  The Explorer rumbled across more than one cattle guard before they saw cattle.

Gina barely slowed when the Angus cows and calves appeared, until she realized they were in the road.  Even with a seatbelt, Tony nearly hit the dash.  When she laid on her horn, cattle scattered.

She growled.  “Some rancher left the gate open.”

Tony counted to ten under his breath.  Remember, she’s a city girl.  “This is open range.  Remember that noisy thing we crossed a couple miles back?  That was the gate.  We’re in a pasture.”

“The road goes right through the pasture?”

“Yeah.  We haven’t met a vehicle in miles.  There isn’t enough traffic to justify fencing the cows off the road.”

“I was right.  This is the middle of nowhere.  How far yet?”

Tony studied the map.  “We should see a road going off to our right pretty soon.  They’ve put up street signs, but I don’t know what it’s called.  I assume the site’s been secured.”

“They’ve had a deputy there since the FAA left.  Maybe he kept the cows away.  It’s not like there are a lot of curious bystanders around.”

“Here it is.  Plumley Draw Road.  Turn here.”

Gina turned right, her only choice.  She drove past oil storage tanks and a stock pond.  “Here we are.”

She parked behind a Billings County Sheriff’s car.  Tony pulled on his FBI jacket.  A middle-aged deputy unfolded himself from the driver’s seat, yawned and stretched.

“Have a good trip from Dickinson?”

“No,” Gina said.  “I’m Gina Salvatore.  This is Tony Wagner, FBI.”

Tony shook his hand, but Gina did not bother.

The deputy grinned.  “I figured that out from your jackets.  Tom Stills.  What can I tell you?”

“Have there been any curiosity seekers?”

“A few.  I took down license numbers and told ‘em to turn around, just like the message from your office said.”

“Good.  Have you trampled the crime scene?”

“I walked up and down the road some, to stretch my legs.  I didn’t go near the wreck.”

Tony cut in.  “Did you find where the plane took off?”

“Took off?  I thought he just lost altitude and hit the butte.  That guy was crazy enough to land out here?”

“That’s right,” Gina said.  “But you just let everybody think that he lost altitude.  Have you been here since the FAA left?”

“No, ma’am.  I came out this morning.  Phil Vetter was here all night.  You don’t need to worry about him trampling the crime scene.  He’s fresh out of school.  By the book.  Spit and polish.  Just the way you Feds like it.”

“Good.  I’ll take a copy of that list of license numbers.  When you get back to your office, run them.  Then you’re relieved.  I want someone from your department back here at eleven tomorrow morning.”

“Okey-dokey.  I figured you’d want those numbers, so I made a copy while I was sitting here.  The place is all yours.  I suppose I’ll see you in the morning.”

He climbed into his car, turned around in the road, and drove back the way they had come.

Gina strode toward the wreckage, surrounded by yellow crime scene tape.  Tony announced his plans.

“I’ll go back this way and see if I can find the delivery site.”

“Very good.  Grab a camera and markers.  You know how to make impressions?”

“Yeah.”

“Everything’s in the back.”

Tony walked, keeping his eyes on the road.  Here the scoria had crumbled to dust in the wheel tracks—one set.  People drove down the middle of the road, except on rare occasions when they met another vehicle.  Outside the tracks, fragments of three or four inches remained.  Infrequently, a red/black clinker resisted the traffic, retaining its size and shape.

He traveled much farther than he expected.  Traffic had obliterated the Cessna’s tracks on the road.  But in the dirt at the side of the road, he found where the tail wheel had swung around when the plane turned.  He placed a marker and took pictures.

A more thorough search of the vicinity turned up footprints, cigarette butts, and tire tracks left by a pickup or SUV.  He knew that the latter could have been left by a curious local or even someone in an official capacity.  But given the location, he would assume they belonged to the buyers until proven wrong.

He photographed everything, collected the cigarette butts, and returned to the Explorer for enough casting material to make impressions of three sets of footprints and the passenger side tire tracks.  The other wheels had rested on the scoria.

Gina joined him before all the casts had set.  “Very good.  You’re even better than some of the partners I’ve had.”

“You’re going to give me a big head.  Do you have a tape measure?  I need to measure wheelbase.”

She chuckled.  “I’ll get it.  When we finish measuring, I need your help at the plane.  There’s still a bunch of money in the wreckage, soaked in fuel.  Guess these guys are honest cops anyhow.  We’d better inventory it together.”

***
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By the time they finished that project, the sun had dipped behind the western buttes.  Tony gestured toward the Explorer.

“I see you brought camping gear.  Want me to make camp?”

“Please.  That’s another reason I brought you along.  Roughing it to me is a motel without cable TV.  I plan to recline the driver’s seat and sleep in the car.  But maybe you can cook a decent meal on a camp stove.”

“I’ve been known to.  What do you have in the pantry?”

“Don’t know.  It’s just a standard issue Bureau camping kit.  They don’t want us to have to think about what supplies we need when we do something like this.”

“Probably MREs.  They’re pretty edible.  I’ll throw something together.”

While the beef stew warmed on the one-burner stove, Tony rolled out his sleeping bag.  A coyote howled on a ridge and several more replied from the opposite direction.

Gina shuddered.  “You’re sleeping out here?”

Tony stirred their meal.  “They’re just coyotes.  I camp out in Evergreen.  We have bears, wolves, and cougars.  I’m more concerned about rattlesnakes.”

“Rattlesnakes!  Why didn’t you tell me there were rattlesnakes before I walked through all this brush?”

“Sorry.  I should have.  I just assumed you’d know this was rattlesnake country.”

“I’m from Chicago.  What do I know about the kind of neighborhood where rattlesnakes hang out.  Aren’t you afraid you’ll get bitten?”

“No.  I can close this bag around me.  And I’m guessing at this time of year the snakes are still up where the sun warms the ground longer.  This valley is in the shade a lot of the day.”

“Whatever you say.”

“Here you go.  Eat up.”

“Thanks.”

“After supper, I’m taking the dishes and me to the stock pond to wash up.  I didn’t have time for a shower before I left, and I really needed one.  I’m surprised you could stand being in the same vehicle with me.”

“I barely noticed.  Won’t that water be cold?”

“I imagine.  But I’ve been in colder.  I’ll feel better.”

“Well, you’ll have to put up with my odor til I can take a nice, hot shower.  Tomorrow night, we’ll stay in Medora.  Looks like there are plenty of motel rooms.”

“And there are probably plenty of vacancies.  But come Friday, that’ll change.”

“Memorial Day weekend.  Don’t worry.  The badge has a way of finding vacancies.”

Tony collected what he needed and hiked two hundred yards to the stock pond created by an earthen dam.

He spooked a mule deer doe, heavy with fawn, while searching for his bath spot.  She, in turn, scared up two wild turkey gobblers, which ran away in their ungainly manner.  Tony smiled.  He had become a park ranger because he liked the outdoors.  His FBI consulting jobs gave him the same opportunities.

He did not notice Gina leave camp and climb a rise with binoculars to watch him bathe.  By the time he returned, he found her arranging her sleeping bag in the driver’s seat.

“Feel better?” she asked.

“Yes and no.  Now I’m a little chilled.  But I’ll warm up once I zip myself in.  As soon as it’s light, I’ll start searching for the shooter’s perch.”

“Very good.”
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Tony scrambled up and down the draw’s slopes, ranging from twenty to sixty degrees, navigating around brush, jagged rocks, prickly pear cactus, and the infrequent tree.  He shed his jacket, then pushed up his shirt sleeves.  When he stopped for a drink, he saw Gina still poking around the wreckage.  He removed the FBI baseball cap and poured water on his blond hair.

At 10:30, his efforts paid off.  Grass on the uphill side of a clump of buck brush lay matted against the ground.  He ruled out a deer bed.  Too small.  This has to be the shooter’s perch.

After taking pictures, he inspected further.  No cigarette butts.  No chewing gum.  No toothpicks.  Any of those would have given them the killer’s DNA.  Only some heel scuffs.  No usable shoe prints.  And no brass.

He had to leave shell casings.  He couldn’t have policed all the brass from so many rounds.  Tony thought about it.  He used an automatic weapon to put that many holes in the plane.  Maybe it ejected the brass farther.

The brass would have ejected to the right.  He walked around a sagebrush plant.  Sunlight reflected off the ground.  Brass.  More than a dozen shell casings, smaller than those from his deer rifle.  After more pictures, he collected them in an evidence bag.  Probably .222 caliber.  That could be an M-16, A-1.

“Now I need tracks.”

He couldn’t have left his vehicle on the road.  So he had to cross the ridge behind me.  Tony again worked his way uphill, searching for tracks.  In the clay near the top, results.  A left boot print, larger than his size twelve.

Movement on the road caught his eye.  A Billings County sheriff’s department SUV.  He placed a marker and snapped pictures before descending.  By the time he reached the vehicles, Gina stood talking to a tall man in uniform.

“Sheriff, this is my partner, Tony Wagner.  Tony, Sheriff Dale Matchek.  What did you find?”

Tony shook the sheriff’s extended hand.  “The shooter’s perch.  I need to take some shoe impressions and collect the matted grass where he waited.  Who knows, we could get DNA off that.”

“Very good.  What’s your next move?”

“Track him back to his transportation, whatever that is.”  He pointed.  “Sheriff, is there another road across that ridge?”

“A road, no.  You might find a prairie trail.  You know, just a set of wheel tracks.  But I doubt it.”

Tony smiled.  “I know what a prairie trail is.  Do you think the killer used a horse?”

“Could have.  Maybe an ATV.”

“I should be able to track either one.  Would he have hauled a horse or ATV part way, then ridden in?”

“I would’ve.  It would be easier to judge how much time he needed.  You a pretty good tracker?”

Tony smiled.  “I do okay if they don’t wear moccasins.”

“Who wears moccasins these days?”

“The killer on my first FBI case.”

“No kidding.”

Gina cleared her throat.  “Sheriff, the clean up team will be here this afternoon.  They’ll collect all the wreckage for further analysis.  We need the site secured til they arrive.”

“Vetter will be here a little later.”

“Tony, I’m done down here.  What do you need me to do?”

“If you’d come up and do the impressions, I can start tracking.  After Vetter gets here, I’d like you to drive toward Medora to save me hiking back.”

“Good enough.  Where exactly?”

Tony retrieved the map from the Explorer and spread it on the hood.  He indicated a spot.  “Right here, by this little clump of trees.  If I needed to hide a vehicle, that might be a good place.  If you have to wait for me, check the road for footprints and hoofprints.”

“How do I tell a horse from a cow?”

Tony kept a straight face, but the sheriff had to hide his grin.

“Do you know what a horseshoe looks like?”  Gina nodded.  “A cow’s print will be divided in half, like there are two hooves, left and right.  If you find any horse prints, mark them and I’ll take a look when I get there.”

“Good enough.”

“Now, I need to eat something before I go.”

“I thought of that,” Matchek said.  “Didn’t know what you had for chow out here.  The wife sent along sandwiches, potato salad, chocolate zucchini cake, and a thermos of coffee.”

Tony grinned.  “Great!  Thanks.  I
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