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      The first rounds shattered the glass of the bedroom window and splashed through the flimsy curtains, imbedding themselves in the plaster walls with powdery explosions.

      Shockley heard the echoes of shots striking all through the house.

      The empty bathroom. She got out of there somehow.

      There was no exit. But somehow…

      Another barrage slammed into the old house, deafening him. Bullets gouged away at rotten wood and ricocheted off interior walls and fixtures; bulbs shattered; electric wires split under the plaster hissed and sparked; doors splintered.

      It was a cacophony straight from hell. Shockley, helpless, terrified, found release in a bellow of primal despair:

      “MAAALLLYYY!”

      Tear gas canisters rocketed into the bedroom, discharging their noxious fumes with muffled whumps, the smoke-like gas curling into the air like thick swamp mist and obscuring the view of the bed where only minutes before Shockley had lain enjoying the gentle caresses of a woman, where he had lain in complete, calculating control of the whole situation.

      But now he was cornered game…
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      From 1972 through 1985, with a few interruptions, the late Dennis Shryack and I were writing partners. The third script we wrote together – an original screenplay – was The Car. We wrote it in 14 days and our agent sold it in 48 hours for $250,000. It took us a little longer to write our next “original” and we had no idea that it would become an even stronger follow-up. We called it The Gauntlet.

      Screenwriting has been in the Butler DNA for a hundred years. My grandfather, Frank Butler, won an Oscar for Going My Way; my maternal grandmother created an enduring movie character named Andy Hardy, and my screenwriter parents, Hugo Butler and Jean Rouverol, were riding the wave of professional success until the HUAC witch-hunt and resulting Blacklist left us with no practical choice but to emigrate to Mexico City in 1951, together with Dalton Trumbo and his family. Trumbo (as everyone called him) had recently completed a twelve-month term in prison as one of the “Hollywood Ten” who disputed the HUAC’s legitimacy. The next ten years would see his screenplays win two Oscars.

      I wrote my first screenplay in 1963. It was optioned by the cinematographer-director Haskell Wexler but never produced (although I did receive an associate producer credit on his 1969 milestone Medium Cool). For several years my closest friend from childhood, Trumbo’s son Chris and I were a writing team, cutting our teeth in TV on The Most Dangerous Game and Bearcats for David Friedkin and Mort Fine. Then, on assignment, we wrote six episodes of Ironside. Soon we landed a movie assignment: writing The Don is Dead for Hal Wallis, whose body of work included Casablanca, The Maltese Falcon, True Grit and nearly a dozen Elvis movies.

      It may not have been our best work (or Mr. Wallis’s), but we were hired by David Gerber to create the Robert Forster TV series Nakia. It was well-reviewed but only lasted for a single season. It led to our writing the screenplay Brannigan for Levy-Gardner-Laven. The picture was our first moderate feature film success, and the irony of arch-conservative GOP icon John Wayne hiring the sons of famously Blacklisted “reds” wasn’t lost on us. In our estimation, The Duke was a prince.

      Following another assignment with Levy-Gardner-Laven and a lavish option of an original screenplay (The Bull) to Robert Mulligan, Chris and I went our separate ways. Between a handful of writing gigs on Baretta, I found another writing partner in Dennis Shryack. Dennis had been a junior agent at Eisenbach-Greene-Duchow (which represented me); he had a couple of movie credits under his belt as well as a tremendous knack for story ideas and commercial narrative. The first script we wrote together was called Two Weeks with Pay – the saga of two military-industrial work bros who take a camper vacation into the desert, where their friendship devolves into a two-man Lord of the Flies.

      I was in a different desert on the set of Electra Glide in Blue, doing a dialogue polish for Robert Blake (and playing the film’s hapless trucker), when I got word that Two Weeks was being optioned by Robert Aldrich. Bob had directed huge hits: Autumn Leaves (quietly written by my parents during the Blacklist), The Dirty Dozen, and The Longest Yard. And though Two Weeks was a compelling screenplay, Bob never made the movie. Maybe someday someone will.

      Unlike The Car, which we rolled out in two weeks, writing The Gauntlet took us nine months. The steps of our process had become a pattern by then. This time it was Dennis who came up with the premise: a down and out Phoenix cop gets picked by someone high up in the PD to go to Las Vegas and bring back a witness – some two-bit punk. What the cop isn’t told is that this witness’ testimony can establish a link between the Police Commissioner and a Vegas mob boss.

      In short, the not-too-bright cop has been set up to fail. It was an irresistible idea – a tad more interesting, I thought, if the witness were a woman, sassy and sexy: a prostitute with a college degree. Seeing the value of this approach, Dennis wrote an opening page to give me his sense of the main character, Ben Shockley. I wrote a rough draft and Dennis wrote a revision, then, together, we wrote a subsequent draft: Blakelock became the head of IA rather than Police Commissioner; Shockley’s scene with the bikers became a bravura set piece, but… there was still something missing.

      “Here’s what I think we need,” Dennis said. “I want you to do two page of pure writing that describes how it feels inside the bus as the entire Phoenix police department is shooting at them.”

      This exercise helped us tighten the bond between Ben Shockley and Augustina Mally, defining them as flesh-and-blood characters with whom the movie’s audience might resonate. When we finally wrote the words “FADE OUT” we felt we had a well-crafted screenplay.

      Our agent, Harold Greene, made fifty copies of the script and papered the town with them, much as he’d done with The Car eighteen months earlier. Within thirty-six hours we heard that Barbra Streisand wanted to star in The Gauntlet – and direct it too. Hardly a day later we heard that Clint Eastwood also wanted to direct and star in it. For a few minutes it appeared as if they both might be in it – but they were both still adamant about directing. In the end, it probably came down to who had more muscle at the studio.

      Warner Brothers paid us $500,000 in their purchase of The Gauntlet for Clint Eastwood.
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        * * *

      

      There are words in the English language that come close to describing the depth and sweep of Clint’s uncanny talent, but the words are long and rarely used, perhaps because not many people qualify. Clint Eastwood qualifies. He’s a filmmaker’s filmmaker.

      Imagine this lanky kid from the San Fernando Valley with a limited education, becomes a bit player at Universal Studios in the ‘50s, gets cast in a supporting role in Rawhide, does three Westerns in Italy and goes on to build an unprecedented seven-decade career as one of the smartest actors, directors, and producers in the history of motion pictures. Unforgiven, Mystic River, Million Dollar Baby, and Sully are some of the best dramas of the past thirty years, and he’s still making strong movies at the age of ninety-five. With all respect to both gentlemen, Clint Eastwood is three times the national treasure John Wayne was.

      There was probably no bigger movie star in the 1970s, and Dennis and I were awed by what he did with The Gauntlet. He understood instinctively who Ben Shockley was and in casting Sondra Locke he provided Shockley with a perfect foil. He gave us a star turn in his scene with the biker gang, and in the verbal duel between Shockley, Mally and the Deputy, it was his savvy directorial restraint that gave the trio’s confinement in that car the savage, witty, biting tension that made the scene sing.

      He shot our script nearly verbatim, with only three notable differences: We’d originally had three hoboes in the boxcar and with masterly sleight-of-hand he replaced a hobo with one of the bikers; in an homage to his Dirty Harry persona he added Shockley’s stoic, “Nag, nag, nag.” Finally, it’s possible that he added just a bit more gunfire to two of the movie’s three fusillades than our screenplay had required – or so some folks believe. If it’s true, it’s totally consistent with the story’s theme, and as a professor of film history at UCLA remarked long ago about such vivid movie moments, “C’est du cinema!” At any rate, there are no pyrotechnic excesses in the novel.

      Speaking of the novel, now is probably an appropriate time for a transparency statement. Despite what the language on the cover asserts, neither Dennis nor I wrote the book. We never knew who did. Movie novelization writers are usually credited, and I have no idea why Warner Brothers and/or Malpaso Productions (Clint’s company) chose not to identify this one. Whoever they may have been, it’s clear that they worked from a combination of our finished script as well as some of Clint’s changes prior to shooting – and an excellent job they did. I’m particularly impressed by the novelist’s interpolation of Shockley’s and Mally’s unspoken inner life – their thoughts, their doubts, their pasts, particularly in two extended backstory flashbacks.

      It's a smart, engaging read, and nearly half a century later I’m chuffed that Encyclopocalypse has reissued this rendition of our screenplay for a new audience.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It’s probably fair to say that if The Car changed the course of our combined careers, The Gauntlet kicked us up to another level entirely.

      Not long after The Gauntlet’s release, we wrote a Dirty Harry script for Clint that didn’t work for him. It was a crushing blow and we were devastated. We knew we’d never hear from him again. Orion Pictures loved the script, however, and bought it from Warner Brothers. Chuck Norris liked it too, and when the picture was released with Chuck starring, Code of Silence added a new demographic to his fan base and established director Andy Davis as a sought-after talent. We adapted George LaFountaine’s novel Flashpoint, which became an excellent conspiracy thriller starring Kris Kristofferson and directed by Bill Tannen.

      We wrote an action adventure called Fifty/Fifty about a bickering pair of mercenaries; it attracted Eddie Murphy and Sylvester Stallone for a week or so, and was finally produced more than a decade later with Peter Weller and Robert Hays (although Stallone may have been inspired by some of our concepts for The Expendables). We were hired to write a Mack Bolan/Executioner feature that never went anywhere. And we wrote a fun B-movie called Bells, which was eventually re-titled Murder by Phone. Then Dennis got a phone call in early 1978 and the unmistakeable voice on the other end had one simple question:

      “Where’s my Western?” asked Clint Eastwood.

      We soon began writing what would become Pale Rider. But that’s a story for another novelization…

      
        
        Michael Butler

        January 2026
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      “Be nice to him. Special nice…”

      The words hovered above her like tracking gulls as she moved down the deserted hotel corridor. The plush blue carpet muffed her quick steps as she glanced left and right at ascending room numbers.

      “He’s a very special cop. We treat him right, he gives us the whole damn city of Phoenix.”

      It should have been a mindless routine, just like always.

      But the admonition somehow made her intensely aware of her own movements—her long legs sweeping beneath the clinging dress, the fingers of her right hand gripping her evening bag a bit too tightly. Nervousness she didn’t often feel; they didn’t often give her such special instructions.

      Then she was there, rapping briskly but softly on the door. A moment later it stood open. The man on the other side—broad and strong, dark-haired, wearing a black suit, the diagonal black and white stripes of his wide tie disappearing beneath a fully buttoned vest—nodded slightly, did not smile. She blinked and smiled at him. He stepped aside and let her enter.

      Barely past him into the room, she heard the door close behind her, then the click of the lock snapping into place.

      She didn’t turn, walked on into the room. She felt strangely uneasy—before, because of what she had been told; now, because of him. Something.

      Fool, she told herself. A man too uptight even to remove his coat? He’s the nervous one. Except that he seemed so oddly calm, controlled.

      She stepped to the nightstand by the double bed and set down her evening bag, took a breath, then turned to face him.

      Her breath caught in her throat as she found him only inches away. He had moved so quickly.

      She smiled, hoping it looked like a smile. He looked at her, not moving, not smiling. Forcing herself to gain control, she raised her arms and slid them around his big neck and drew herself up to him for a kiss. His lips were cold and unresponsive; his skin was like damp stone.

      He kept his arms at his sides while she worked at his unyielding mouth. Then he reached one hand behind her and found the zipper at the back of her dress. He pulled it down with a smooth, unhurried movement.

      She backed away, still smiling, hunched her shoulders forward, and let the lightweight fabric fall to the floor. She stepped out of her dress with accustomed nonchalance.

      It would be better, now that things were in motion. She felt better. Confronting him in her black-mesh bra and panties, she twisted her smile seductively.

      “Want to help me with the rest?”

      “Finish it.” Deep voice, cold like his mouth.

      She shrugged and unhooked her bra, proud that her firm breasts actually needed no support, that the garment was merely titillating window dressing. Some liked it, some didn’t.

      No matter.

      She kicked off her shoes in two quick motions. She wore no stockings; her legs were firm and smooth and well-tanned.

      She felt the deep, soft pile of the carpet on her feet.

      She cocked her head and looked at him; he was looking at her hips. Slowly she hooked her thumbs under the elastic waistband of her panties, slid them languorously down over her hips and past the neat bulge of her crotch, and let them fall to the floor.

      Confident in her nakedness, she stood before him, smiling coyly with half-closed eyes.

      This moment was always hers, when they first saw her fully exposed, when her splendid body caused even the hardest among them to skip a breath. She stood eyeing him, letting her tongue flick out to moisten her lips, watching his face for the betrayal of his desire.

      But his face showed nothing. Once again she felt a faint twinge of apprehension. There are all kinds, in this business.

      She tilted her head back and put her hands on her round hips.

      “How do you want it, lover?” Her tone lacked its usual edge of confidence now.

      “Lie down. On your stomach.” His voice, a growl from a pit.

      Obediently, she turned away and went over to the bed and lay as directed, her view of the room then limited to a closed pair of blue draperies and a circular writing table flanked by two blue wicker chairs. She could not see the man.

      She fought to keep the tenseness out of her body; her ears strained to hear him move.

      Be nice to him…

      Then he was in her view, standing by the writing table. Casually, he removed his suit coat and laid it carefully across one of the chairs.

      Then he was gone, moving around to the foot of the bed.

      But a vivid image lingered in her mind—a gun pressed close to the left side of his chest in a dull black shoulder holster.

      Guns were common here, and he was a cop. Still…

      She lay perfectly quiet, waiting. She would be nice to him.

      “Open up.”

      Slowly she spread her legs, reminding herself that each passing second was bringing her that much closer to the moment when she’d be able to walk out the door.

      The mattress sagged with his weight as he mounted the bed and worked his knees for position. She wanted to close her eyes, but she never did unless specifically asked. You don’t drop your guard in this business, baby. She focused her eyes on his limp jacket draped across the chair, concentrated on it. Silence encased her like the pressure on a deep-sea diver.

      She waited for the thrust.

      Then it came. But it wasn’t skin and muscle she felt enter her.

      It was cold steel.

      Her fists contracted, driving her carefully manicured fingernails hard into the palms of her hands as the gun barrel slid deeper into her body.

      She dared not speak, or make any sound at all, or move.

      She must lie and wait and make him welcome. Her senses were agonizingly acute to each nuance of his activity. And so she heard it—the light rasp of his zipper being undone; and then she sensed the pulsating rhythmic pumping of his hand on his own flesh.

      Then his voice, the throaty gravel of his words chilling her like a graveyard fog.

      “Scream and I’ll pull the trigger.”

      She felt rare tears form in her eyes, felt her teeth bite sharply into her lower lip. Above it all his words echoed in her mind, the ungodly threat mingling with her own desperate prayer for him to finish with her.

      Be nice to him…

      She was being nice.
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      The unseasonal heat shimmered over the city, turning what should have been a pleasant, early-morning balm into an oppressive harbinger of another stifling day. It had been hot for a week.

      Detective Ben Shockley was on his second cup of black coffee, his eyes roaming listlessly over the marble-patterned plastic that covered the two-place breakfast bar in his apartment. Only partially listening to the news broadcast that droned from a portable radio at his elbow, he became gradually aware of a weatherman launching into a cheerful explanation of upper-level lows.

      “Shit,” Ben said to the babbling voice, “it’s gonna be hot. Period.” He clicked it off.

      He wanted another cup of coffee. But he was already jittery. And it would make him hotter. He was a morning person, and ordinarily it was easy to get going. Moods for him came later in the day, when he got fed up with the routine. But this morning he was black, cranky, angry before he’d even talked to another human being.

      He wasn’t pleased with the way he was acting, but then he wasn’t pleased with what had happened yesterday, either.

      Yesterdays were for forgetting, which, with years of practice, he was usually able to do. You couldn’t let one day’s garbage drift over into the next in this business; you’d be covered with it in a week. Because every day was filled with it. Cops who couldn’t ditch it after every tour became maniacs and took it out either on the garbage or on themselves. Ben Shockley started every day clean of yesterday’s garbage.

      But not this one. He’d gone over it in his mind time and again during the past twenty-four hours. He’dd gone to sleep thinking about it and woke up the same.

      Why Josie?

      That was the question he’d been asking himself since ten o’clock yesterday morning. But what he really meant was: Why not me?

      Shockley and Meynard Josephson had, in police jargon, been “on the bricks” together for fifteen years. They’d been uniformed patrolmen together, then plainclothes, then detectives. They’d trusted each other with their lives on countless occasions—countless because you couldn’t count them; cops never knew when their lives were on the line, or when they weren’t. The average John Q Public figured that when guns didn’t come out, nobody was in danger. Fuck John Q.

      What he knew was that he and Josie had trusted each other with their lives, protected each other, come to know each other’s moves and subtle signals—which is the stuff good teams are made of. And their working partnership had slowly evolved into the strong bond of friendship.

      Friendship: too weak a word. They were a unit. Good cops have to be friends; they couldn’t be friends with anybody else. What the hell could you talk to a John Q about?

      John Q looked down his nose at the people who kept their city safe for democracy and profit. People like Ben Shockley and Josie. They were good cops, both proud of their detective’s shields. And Shockley was convinced that if their records were compared point for point, reprimand for reprimand, citation for citation, there would be no significant difference.

      That, of course, might have been the reason behind the whole thing. Their similarity of performance may have rendered the entire selection process a coin-toss operation. After all, a sudden vacancy had to be filled. There was a promotion to be made. And how would he have chosen between the two of them if their records had been tossed on his desk for a decision?

      Josie was a family man; Shockley was not. All else being equal, give the family man the desk, leave the other poor bastard out there to take the heat. Why not? Nobody wants a weeping kid at a funeral. Too goddam dramatic. He hadn’t even fired his gun since… never shot anybody, anyway. And never been seriously shot at, not hit. More firemen buy the farm than cops.

      Jesus! Shockley shook his head. What a foul goddam mood. He swallowed the last of his coffee and set the mug down with a sharp rap on the counter. He was damn jealous, and he didn’t like the way it felt; didn’t like the schoolboy nature of it.

      What was that phrase the police psychologist was always using in those “reorientation” sessions? “Getting in touch with your feelings,” that was it. Well, he was in touch with them, all right, and he’d come to the conclusion that he’d have been a hell of a lot better off if he and his feeling had remained total strangers.

      Didn’t that goddam shrink understand cops? Feelings are risky, make you crazy. Shrinks don’t know shit from Shinola about cops.

      Without taking his feelings to bed with him, he could have bought himself off with five or six bourbons and a twenty-five dollar lay and that would have been the end of it. Hey, Josie—he would have liked to say—fuck your pro motion, let’s get a buzz on and our rocks off.

      Josie was a family man. Shockley would have had to drink alone. A bad idea for even John Q; disaster for a cop.

      He knew he was acting like a juvenile bastard, and the knowledge of it only served to blacken his already ebony mood.

      Glancing out of the window at the unyielding brightness of the morning, he carried his coffee mug over to the sink and gave it a token squirt of water. He rarely dirtied dishes, more rarely washed them. He preferred the quick-food convenience of a cheeseburger and fries at a greasy spoon-where he could walk away from his garbage, rather than make a mess at home, which served to remind him that he was so single.

      Also, he was onto the fact that he was a singularly lousy cook. Instant coffee was enough of a bore.

      He left the cramped kitchen and stalked out to the main living area, a small rectangle that opened onto a narrow balcony. These rooms, together with a bathroom/shower, comprised what was euphemistically referred to in the real estate trade as a “bachelor apartment.”

      Like his dress and habits, his surroundings were austere: leatherette sofa-bed, two spindly-legged chairs, a three-light, brass-finish pole lamp, and a dull, stained slab of a coffee table. There were no pictures on the stark white walls, no mementoes proudly displayed. All in all, a barren reflection of a barren life, a spartan depot for his comings and goings.

      But it served him well, was his view of it, and he’d long since rid himself of the illusion that he needed anything more. Or that anything more would help.

      With a practiced movement that he took as much for granted as opening a door or tuning a car key, he collapsed the sofa-bed on itself and tossed the cushions into place. Then he slipped on the jacket of his eight-year-old worsted, reminding himself again that he had to send the damn thing out to be pressed, patted his pockets to make sure his keys and wallet were in place, and his waist for the gun, and left.

      
      The drive to the precinct was such a well-established routine that he often thought he could do it in his sleep. And there certainly had been more than one occasion when the extended drudgery of an investigation had nearly forced a test of his theory.

      This morning, however, his mind was fully occupied with the nagging knowledge that today he’d be drawing his new partner. He’d been mentally reviewing a list of possibilities once the reality of Josie’s promotion had settled into him.

      There were some good ones and some not so good, some he’d rather not risk even sitting in a car with. And of course it might be someone he’d never met or heard of before.

      But whatever the selection, his adjustment to the new man wouldn’t be easy; that much he was sure of. Would his new partner be so apprehensive? Shit, no; the new man would be younger, in all probability, and thrilled to death to be teamed with a veteran.

      Old Josie. You didn’t separate yourself from fifteen years with a shrug of the shoulders and a firm handshake. After that much time together, there was a hell of a lot more to it, and Shockley viewed the prospect with anything but optimism. He swung his Riviera into the parking lot, parked and locked it. He’d have to remember to get it washed.

      He entered the station by the rear door and was in the midst of his usual hellos when Detective Lieutenant Bronson approached him in the squad room.

      “Hey, Ben, see you a minute?”

      “Hey, Ted.” He followed the lieutenant over to a desk.

      “What’s up?”

      “You got an appointment.”

      “Yeah, I know. I draw a new partner today.”

      “Later. Right now this takes precedence. Blakelock wants to see you.”

      •Why?”

      “Internal Affairs doesn’t have to give a reason.”

      “Or even have one,” Shockley muttered.

      “Come on…”

      “That stinks, Ted. Internal Affairs calls for me, I want to know what’s going down.”

      “Hey, I just work here, remember? I haven’t heard of any trouble regarding you. All I know is, the man said to send you over as soon as you came in. So consider yourself sent.”

      “Thanks a hell of a lot.”

      Bronson smiled. “The quicker you get your ass over there, the quicker you’ll find out what it’s all about, and the quicker you can tell us all about it.”

      “Yeah,” Shockley said sullenly. “If he calls back, tell him me and my ass are on our way. Let’s hope neither one comes back in a sling.”

      
      “Shockley?” The sergeant bellowed the name into the crowded waiting room, causing Ben to wince. Being called in by Internal Affairs—the outfit that investigates cops within the department—was bad enough without your name bounced off the walls.

      Ben rose casually from his chair.

      “Lieutenant Commander Blakelock will see you now.”

      Shockley crossed the room with his usual slow, steady gait.

      He hurried for no one—you learned not to jump, on the street. And though he was curious about his summons by Internal Affairs, he certainly wasn’t scared. He was clean as anybody in the department—cleaner, maybe. And if he was being called in to rat on some other officer—well, he didn’t know anything worth knowing. Believe it or not.

      Anyway, he had too much respect for fear to waste it on office confrontations.

      The sergeant twisted a doorknob and shoved the door open. Ben walked through and stared across a broad desk at the Lieutenant Commander.

      A man in his early fifties who either dyed his black hair or kept it otherwise weeded of gray, wearing a three-piece suit that put Shockley’s tired worsted to shame, Blakelock radiated an aura of unimpeachable, humorless authority. Probably safe and steady enough, but not a man that Shockley would care to share a squad car with.

      The commander openly studied the detective, expressionlessly, as if measuring him for—well, a suit.

      Then, blinking quickly as if waking up, he spoke. “I’m Blakelock.”

      Shockley blinked, too, at the sound of his voice—the startling basso of a man whose larynx had been tampered with.

      “Shockley,” he said.

      “Sit down if you like.”

      “No, thank you, sir.” He tried a smile. “I’ll be on my rump most of the day.” He wished immediately he hadn’t said it, to a man who probably always sat.

      Blakelock was undisturbed. “Ever served with us before… unh… Shockley?”

      “Served? No sir. Never even been into Internal before.”

      Blakelock tapped the edge of an envelope against the palm of his hand and pondered Shockley’s belt buckle. “We… Internal Affairs… have a considerable responsibility… I’m sure you know…” He glanced up. “Watchdog of the department… policing the police. The need for… absolute security… is imperative. Is that clear?”

      Shockley shuffled his feet. “Yessir, I understand. that What I don’t understand is why I’m here.”

      Blakelock leaned back in his swivel chair and blinked, as if caught by surprise in his monologue.

      Shockley cleared his throat, in sympathy for Blakelock’s own tortured mechanism.

      Blakelock narrowed his eyes and peered at Shockley’s face.

      “You’re not in trouble, Detective Shockley.” Inexplicably, he smiled.

      “Thank you, sir.”

      The commander suddenly leaned forward and thrust the envelope he was holding across the desk toward Shockley.

      Hesitantly, Shockley picked it up, but didn’t open it.

      The commander nodded at the envelope. “Those are plane tickets… extradition subpoena. You’re flying to Las Vegas… bringing back a prisoner for us, whom you will remand to custody at… unh… County. Then you’ll report back here. To no one else but me. Understand?”

      “Respectfully, sir, I work for Metro Squad. Why me?”

      Blakelock stared at him with a face as stony as a cinder block wall.

      “Our personnel is… occupied. Your division commander says you’re a man who gets the job done.”

      “So are a lot of others.”

      Blakelock leaned forward over the desk, rubbing his hands together. “But I picked you.”

      “Yessir, sorry.” He was sorry. He was a cooperative cop. “Is there, unh, anything I should know about the case?”

      “What it is,” Blakelock rasped, “is this: a nothing witness for a nothing trial… Just has to be done.”

      Shockley nodded and looked at the envelope. A garbage assignment. First he’d lost out on a promotion, now he was an errand boy for Internal Affairs.

      “That’ll be all, Detective,” Blakelock growled as he re turned to the paperwork on his desk.

      “Yessir.” Fuck you, Lieutenant Commander, sir. But he nodded politely, turned, and let himself out.

      
      “There’s no justice in the world,” Josie muttered, his protruding belly crowding the steering wheel as he guided the car through the last wave of morning traffic. “We spend fifteen years together, and look what happens. I draw a lousy desk job, and you get a freebie to Vegas.”

      *Yeah,” Stockley grunted, “my big break. A two-bit witness for a two-bit trial. They probably sat up all night trying to pick the right guy for the assignment.”

      “Don’t knock it. At least it’s a ticket out of this goddam heat.” He swerved to avoid a halted taxi. “What’s it all about, Ben?

      “Haven’t the foggiest.”

      “Hey,” Josie turned to him, “you ain’t holding out on me?”

      “No, goddam it, no!” In fifteen years Josie hadn’t suggested such a thing, and Shockley had never held out. “That’s all I know. Internal wouldn’t trust me with fact one about it.”

      “Weird.”

      “What the hell’s weird about it?” Shockley gritted his teeth. So quickly this tiny wedge between them. “They’re always weird, up there.”

      “Yeah. Least you ain’t in trouble.”

      “Yeah.” He glanced across at his friend. Even Josie’s roughhewn face—a face he used to joke was put together out of spare parts—couldn’t hide the trace of tension that existed between the two men. They’d become such an efficient, well-oiled unit over the years that neither had ever entertained any serious thoughts about one outstripping the other within the department. Yet it had happened. He hoped they could ride it out and stay close.

      In any event, Ben had to admit he was thankful for the release from his daily routine. Maybe that was even the reason for his drawing the assignment. Though he knew he was probably reading a great deal into a simple coincidence.

      He was anxious to get on the plane and get the job done.

      Josie tapped the steering wheel and hummed a few notes.

      “So, at least you must know the name of the witness.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Anybody I know?”

      Shockley pulled the envelope from his inside jacket pocket and took the extradition papers out of it. He scanned the document, finally tracing his finger under the name. “Gus Mally. Ever heard of him?”

      “Don’t ring a bell. But anybody could be using that name. Could even be something Internal Affairs stuck on him, for cover. God bless the headhunters, Ben. They do love their games, don’t they?”

      “You ever meet Blakelock?”

      “No, but I’ve heard enough about him. He runs his division like a goddam sovereign territory.

      “Powerful man.”

      “Too powerful, for my money. Like a goddam invisible octopus. You never know whether you’re on a real case, or whether you’re being set up to see if you can be bought—and wrecked. He’s got authority he hasn’t even used yet.”

      “Somebody has to have it,” Shockley said. “Crooked cops can get you iced, to say nothing of what they make John Q think of all of us. Somebody’s gotta weed out the rotten…”

      Josie was laughing, then Ben, too. The lines were like right out of department public relations. The fact was, nobody liked Internal Affairs, because they were always looking over your shoulder, and if they thought you’d done something wrong, they could break you. To straight cops like Ben and Josie, they were a necessary evil. But they didn’t help morale, with their snooping and suspicions; and morale was hard enough to keep up in this business, dealing with scum all the time, then being spat on for it by John Q, who saw all cops as dumb sadists.

      “What’s he like, old Blakelock?” Josie asked.

      “I wouldn’t want him on my tail.”

      “Tough, huh?”

      “I don’t think he’d give a shit what he did to
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